f YHAT
HAT I N THE NAME OF THE COLD HELLS IS TH S?"  SUN

Wl f held the scrap of unfol ded paper between stubby fingers that were stil
slightly stained with bl ood.

Starhawk, his tall, rawboned second-in-command, gl anced up from cl eani ng the
grime of battle off the hilt of her sword and rai sed dark, |evel brows
inquiringly. Qutside, torchlight reddened the wi ndy night. The canp was
riotous with the noise of victory; the mercenaries of Wynde and the troops of
the City of Kedwyr were uninhibitedly celebrating the final breaking of the
siege of Melplith.

"What's it look |ike?" she asked reasonably.

"It looks like a poxy proposition." He handed it to her, the anmber |ight of
the oil lanmp overhead falling over his body, naked to the waist and glittering
with a light curly rug of gold hair. Starhawk had been fighting under his
command for |ong enough to know that, if he had actually thought it nothing
nore than a proposition, he would have put it in the fire without a word.

Sun Wbl f, Commander of the Mercenaries, Canp of Kedwyr below the walls of

Mel plith, from Sheera Gal ernas of Man-drigyn, greetings. | will be coming to
you in your tent tonight with a matter of interest to you. For ny sake and
that of my cause, please be alone, and speak to no one of this. Sheera.
"Wiman's handwriting," Starhawk conmented, and ran her thunb consideringly
aiong the gilt edge of the expensive paper

Sun Wbl f | ooked at her sharply from beneath his curiously
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tufted brows. "If she wasn't from Mandrigyn, 1'd say it was the | ocal madam
trying to drum up business."

St ar hawk nodded i n absent-m nded agreenent.

Qutside the tent, the noise scaled up into a crescendo. Boozy catcalls nixed
with cries of encouragenent and yells of "Kill him Kill the bastard!" Between
the regular troops of the City of Kedwyr and the Cty's Qutland MIlitia
Levies, a lively hatred existed, perhaps stronger than the feeling that either
body of warriors had toward the hapless citizen-soldiers of the besieged town
of Melplith. It was a conflict that the Wl f and his nercenaries had stayed
wel | clear of the WIf because he made it his policy never to get involved in
| ocal politics, and his nen because of a blood-chilling directive fromtheir
captain on the subject. The noises of drunken rmurder did not concern hi m—
there wasn't a man in his troop who woul d have so much as stayed to watch.

"Mandrigyn," Starhawk said thoughtfully. "Altiokis conquered that city | ast
spring, didn't he?"

Sun Wl f nodded and settled hinself into a fantastic canp chair made of



st aghom bound with gold, looted fromsone tribal king in the far northeast.
Most of the big tent's furnishings had been plundered from somewhere or ot her.
The peacock hangi ngs that separated it into two rooms had once adorned the
bedroom of a prince of the K Chin Desert. The cups of translucent, jade-green
| acquer and gol d had bel onged to a nerchant on the Bight Coast. The graceful
ebony table, its delicate inlays al nost hidden under the bl oody arnor that had
been dunped upon it, had once graced the wi ne roomof a gentlemanly noble of
the M ddl e Kingdons, before his precious vintages had been swilled by the

i nvading arm es of his enem es and he hinself had been dispatched beyond such
concer ns.

"The city went fast," Sun Wl f remarked, picking up a rag and setting to work
cl eaning his own weapons. "Basically, it was the sanme situation as we had here
in Melplith—factional splits in the parlianent, scandal involving the royal
fam | y—they have a royal fanmily there, or they did have, anyway—the city
weakened by internal fighting before Altiokis marched down the pass. I'mtold
there were people there who wel coned himas a liberator."

St ar hawk shrugged. "No weirder than sonme of the things the Trinitarian
heretics believe," she joked, deadpan, and he grinned. Like nost northerners,
the Hawk held to the A d Faith against the nore sophisticated theol ogi es of
the Triple God.
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"The Wzard King's Citadel has been on Mandrigyn's back doorstep for a hundred
and fifty years,"” the, WIf continued after a monment. "Last year they signed
some kind of treaty with him ! could see it com ng even then."

St ar hawk shoved her sword back into its sheath and wi ped her fingers on a rag.
Sun Wl f's talent for collecting and sorting informati on was uncanny, but it
was a skill that served himwell. He had a knack for gathering runors,
extrapol ating political probabilities fromcrop prices and currency
fluctuations and the nost trivial bits of information that made their way
north to his broken-down stronghold at the old administrative town of Wynde.
Thus he and his men had been on the spot in the Gnarl Peninsula when the
fighting had broken out between the trading rivals of Kedwyr and Melplith.
Kedwyr had hired the WIf and his troop at an astronomi cal sum

It didn't always work that way—n her eight years as a mercenary in Sun Wl f's
troop, Starhawk had seen one or two spectacul ar pieces of mstimng—but on the
whol e it had enabled the Wolf to maintain his troops in better-than-average
style, fighting in the sunmer and sitting out the violence of the winter
stornms in the relative confort of the half-ruined town of Wntde.

Li ke all mercenary troops. Sun Wlf's shifted fromyear to year in size and
conposition, though they centered around a hard core that had been with him
for years. As far as Starhawk knew, Sun Wl f was the only mercenary captain
who operated a regul ar school of conbat in the winter nonths. The schoo
itself was renowned throughout the West and the North for the excellence of
its fighters. Every winter, when the rains nmade war inpossible, young nmen and
occasi onal young wonen nade the perilous journey through the northern
wast el ands that had once been the agricultural heart of the old Enpire of
Grenth to the ruined and isolated little town of Wrnde, there to ask to be
taught the hard arts of war.

There were always wars to fight somewhere. Since the noribund Enpire of Gaenth
had finally been riven apart by the conflict between the Three Gods and the
One, there had al ways been wars—ever the small bits of good | and anong the

i mense tracts of bad, over the trade with the East in silk and anber and



spi ces, over religion, or over nothing. Starhawk, whose early training had
given her a taste for such things, had once expl ained the theol ogy behind the
Schismto the Wlf. Being a barbarian fromthe far north, he worshipped the
spirits
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of his ancestors and woul d cheerfully take noney from proponents of either
faith. An understanding of the situation had only anmused him as she knew it
woul d. Lately the wars had been over the rising of the Wzard King Altiokis,
who was expanding his own enpire fromthe dark Citadel of Ginscarp, engulfing
t he Thanes who rul ed the countryside and such cities as Mandri gyn.

"WIl you see this woman from Mandri gyn?" she asked.

"Probably." The noise of the fight outside peaked in a crazy climx of
yel i ng, punctuated by the heavy crack of the whips of the Kedwyr military
police. It was the fourth fight they'd heard since returning to the canmp after
t he sacking of the town was done; victory was headi er than any booze ever

br ewed.

St arhawk col | ected her gear—sword, dagger, mail shirt—preparatory to
returning to her own tent. Melplith stood on high ground, above its sheltered
bay—ene of those arid regi ons whose chief crops of citrus and olives had
naturally turned its inhabitants to trade for their living. Chill w nds now

bl ew up fromthe choppy waters of the bay, making the lanpflane flicker inits
topaz glass and chilling her flesh through the danp cotton of her dark

enbroi dered shirt.

"You think it's a job?"

"I think she'll offer ne one.
"WIl you take it?"

The Wol f gl anced over at her briefly. Hs eyes, in this light, were pale gold,
ti ke the wines of the Mddle Kingdoms, He was close to forty, and his tawny
hair was thinning, but there was no gray either in it or in the ragged

nmust ache that drooped like a clunp of yell owbrown wi nter weeds fromthe
undersi de of a craggy and nuch-bent nose. The power and thickness of his chest
and shoul ders made himseemtaller than his six feet when he was standing up
seated and at rest, he renmi nded her of a big, dusty lion. "Wuld you go

agai nst Altiokis?" he asked her

She hesitated, not speaking her true answer to that. She had heard stories of
the Wzard King since she was a tiny girl—bizarre, distorted tales of his
conquests, his sins, and his greed. Horrible tales were told of what happened
to those who had opposed him over the tineless years of his uncanny

exi st ence.

Her true answer, the one she did not say aloud, was: Yes. if you wanted ne to.

What she said was, "Wuld you?"

He shook his head. "lI'ma soldier," he said briefly. "I'm
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no wi zard. | couldn't go against a wizard, and | wouldn't take ny people

agai nst one. There are two things that ny father always told me, if | wanted



tolive to grow old—don't fall in love and don't ness with magic."

"Three things," Starhawk corrected, with one of her rare, fleeting grins.
"Don't argue with fanatics."

"That comes under magic. O arguing with drunks, I'mnot sure which. | don't
under stand how there could be one God or three Gods or five or nore, but | do
know t hat | had ancestors, drunken, |echerous clowns that they were... Hello,
sweet pea. "

The curtain that divided the tent parted, and Fawn canme in, brushing the | ast
danpness fromthe heavy curls of her mnk-brown hair. The pal e green gauze of
her gown made her eyes seem greener, alnost eneral d. She.was Sun Wl f's | atest
concubi ne, eighteen, and heartbreakingly beautiful. "Your bath's ready," she
sai d, com ng behind the canp chair where he sat to kiss the thin spot in his
hair at the top of his head.

He took her hand where it lay on his shoulder and, with a curiously tender
gesture for so large and rough-1ooking a man, he pressed his lips to the white
skin of her wist. "Thanks," he said. "Hawk, will you wait for a few m nutes?
If this skirt wants to see ne al one, would you take Fawn over to your tent for
a while?"

St ar hawk nodded. She had seen a series of his girls come and go, all of them
beautiful, soft-spoken, pliant, and a little hel pless. The canp tonight, after
t he sacking of the town, was no place for a girl not raised to killing, even
if she was the mistress of a nman |ike Sun WlIf.

"So you're receiving | adies alone in your tent now, are you?" Fawn chided
teasi ngly.

Wth a nmovenent too swift to be either fought or fled, he was out of his
chair, catching her up, squeaking, in his arns as he rose. She wailed, "Stop
it! No! I"'msorry!" as he bore her off through the curtain into the other
room her squeals scaling up into a desperate crescendo that ended in a
nmonurent al and steany spl ash

Wthout a flicker of an eyelid, Starhawk shoul dered her war gear, called out,
"I"ll be back for you in an hour, Fawn," and departed; only when she was
outside did she allow herself a small, anused grin.

She returned in conpany with An, a young man who was Sun Wl f's ot her
i eutenant and who rather resenbled an ad-otescent black bear. They bade the
Wl f a grave good eveni ng.
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coll ected the danp, subdued, and rather pink-cheeked Fawn, and nade their way
across the canmp. The wind had risen again, cold off the sea with the promn se
of the winter's deadly storns; drifts of woodsnoke fromthe canp's fires bl ew
into their eyes. Above them the fires in the city flared, fanned by the
renewed breezes, and a sul furous glow outlined the black crenel ati ons of the
wal I's. The night tasted raw, wild, and strange, still rank with bl ood and
broken by the wailing of wonen taken in the sacking of the town.

"Things settling down?" the Hawk asked.
Ari shrugged. "Some. The militia units are already drunk. G adduck—that

tin-pot general who commanded the City Troops—s taking all the credit for
breaki ng the siege."



Starhawk feigned deep thought. "COh, yes," she remenbered at | ength. "The one
the Chief said couldn't lay seige to a pothouse.™

"No, no," Ari protested, "it wasn't a pot house—an out house ..

Voi ces yelled Ari's nane, calling himto judge an athletic conpetition that
was as indecent as it was ridicul ous, and he | aughed, waved to the wonen, and
vani shed into the darkness. Starhawk and Fawn continued to wal k, the wind-torn
torchlight banding their faces in lurid col ors—+he Hawk | ong-1egged and

pant her-graceful in her man's breeches and doubl et, Fawn shy as her namesake
am d the brawl i ng noi se of the canp, keeping close to Starhawk's side. As they
left the noisier precincts around the wine issue, the girl asked, "lIs it true
he's being asked to go agai nst Altiokis?"

"He wonl! do it," Starhawk said. "Any nore than he'd work for him He was
approached for that, too, years ago. He won't nmeddle with nagi c one way or the
other, and | can't say that |I blame him Altiokis is news of the worst
possi bl e kind."

Fawn shivered in the snoky wi nd and drew t he spiderweb silk of her shaw
tighter about her shoulders. "Were they all like that? Wzards, 1 nean? Is
that why they all—died out?"

In the feeble reflection of lanplight fromthe tents, her green eyes | ooked
huge and transparent. Danp tendrils of hair clung to her cheeks; she brushed
t hem asi de, watching Starhawk worriedly. Like nost people in the troop, she
was a little in awe of that steely and enigmati c wonan

St ar hawk ducked under the door flap of her tent, and held it aside for Fawn to

pass. "1 don't know if that's why the wizards finally died out," she said.
"But | do know they weren't
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all evil like Altiokis. I knew a wi zard once when | was a little girl. She

was—very good."

Fawn stared at her in surprise that cane partly from astoni shnent that

St arhawk had ever been a little girl. In a way, it seemed inconceivabl e that
she had ever been anything but what she was now a tail, |eggy cheetah of a
worman, colorless as fine ivory—pale hair, pewer-gray eyes—save where the sun
had darkened the fine-grained, flaw ess skin of her face and throat to burnt
gold. Her light, cool voice was remarkably soft for a warrior's, though she
was said to have a store of invective that could raise blisters on tanned
oxhide. It was nore believable of her that she had known a w zard than that
she had been a little girl.

"I + thought they were all gone, long before we were born."

"No," the Hawk said. The l|anplight sparkled off the brass buckles that studded
her sheepskin doubl et as she fetched a skin of wine and two cups. Her tent was
smal |l and, |ike her, neat and spare. She had packed away her gear earlier. The
only things remaining on the polished wood folding table were the

gol d- and-shel I wi necups and a pack of greasy cards. Starhawk was generally
admtted to be a shark of poker—wi th her face, Fawn refl ected, she could
hardly be anything el se.

"I thought that, too," Starhawk continued, com ng back as Fawn seated herself
on the edge of the narrow bed. "I didn't know Sister Wellwa was a w zard



for—eh, years."
"She was a nun?" Fawn asked, startl ed.

St ar hawk wei ghed her answer for a nonent, as if picking her words carefully.
Then she nodded. "The village where | grew up was built around the Convent of
St. Cherybi in the West. Sister Wellwa was the ol dest nun there—+ used to see
her every day, sweeping the paths outside with her broom made of sticks. As |
said, | didn't know then that she was a w zard."

"How did you find out?" Fawn asked. "Did she tell you?"

"No." Starhawk folded herself into her chair. Like everything else in the
tent, it was plain, bare, and easy to pack in a hurry. 'The countryside around

the village was very wild—I don't know if you're fanmliar with the West, but
it's aland of rock and thin forest, rising toward the sea cliffs. A hard
| and. Dangerous, too. |'d gone into the woods to gather berries or sonething
silly like that—sonmething | wasn't supposed to do. | was probably escaping

fromny brothers. And—and there was a nuuwa."
Fawn shivered. She had seen nuxiwa, dead, or at a distance.
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It was possible, Starhawk thought, watching her, that she had al so seen their
victims.

"I ran," the Hawk continued unenotionally. "I was very young, |'d never seen
one before, and | thought that, since it didn't have any eyes, it couldn't
follow me. | rnust have thought at first that it was just an eyel ess man. But
it cane after me, groaning and sl obbering, crashing through the woods. | never
| ooked back, but | could hear it behind nme, getting closer as | cane out of
the woods. | ran through the rocks up the hill toward the Convent, and Sister

Vel | wa was outside, sweeping the path as she al ways was. And she-she rai sed
her hand—and it was as if fire exploded fromher fingers, a ball of red and
blue fire that she flung at the nuuwa's head. Then she caught me up in her
arms, and we ran together through the door and shut and bolted it. Later we
found pl aces where the nuuwa had tried to chew t hrough the doorfrane."

She was silent; if any of the horror of that nmenory stirred in her heart, it
did not show on her fine-boned, enigmatic face. It was Fawn who shuddered and
made a snall, sickened noise in her throat.

"It was the only time 1 saw her do magic," Siarhawk continued after a noment.
"When | asked her about it later, she told me she had only grabbed nme and
carried ne inside."

Across the rimof the untasted cup. Fawn studied the ol der woman for a nonent
nmore. Runor in the canp had it that the Hawk had once been a nun herself,
before she had elected to | eave the Convent and foll ow the Wl f. Though Fawn
had never believed it before, sonething in this story made her wonder if it

m ght be true. There were el enents of asceticismand nysticismin Starhawk;
Fawn knew that she neditated daily, and the tent was certainly as barren as a
nun's cell. Though a col d-bl ooded and ruthl ess warrior, the Hawk was never
sensel essly brutal —but then, few of the handful of women in WIfs troop were

It was on the tip of Fawn's tongue to ask her, but Starhawk was not a woman of
whom one asked questions wi thout perm ssion. Besides, Fawn could think of no
reason why anyone woul d have left the conforts of the Convent to followthe
brutal trail of war.



I nstead she asked, "Wy did she lie?"

"The Mot her only knows. She was a very old |lady then—she died a year or so
after, and | don't think anyone else in the Convent ever knew what she was."
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Fawn's tapering fingers toyed with the cup, the dianonds of her rings w nking
like teardrops in the dim golden light. Sonewhere quite close, a drunken
chorus in another tent began to sing.

"All in the town of Kedwyr, A hundred years ago or nore, There lived a | ass
named Sella..."

"I have often wondered," Fawn said quietly, "about w zards. Way is Altiokis
the only wizard left in the world? Whay hasn't he died, in all these years?
What happened to all the others?"

St ar hawk shrugged. "The Mt her only knows," she said again. As ever, her face
gave away nothing; if it was a question that had ever crossed her mnd, she
did not showit. Instead she slapped the deck of cards before Fawn. "Bank?"

Fawn shuffled deftly despite her fashionably long, tinted fingernails. It was
one of the first things she had | earned when she'd been sold to Sun Wl f two
years ago as a terrified virgin of sixteen—ostly in self-defense, since the
Wl f and Star-hawk were cutthroat card pl ayers.

Wat chi ng her, Starhawk reflected how out of place the girl |ooked here.
Fawn—whose nanme had certainly been something el se before she 'd been ki dnapped
en route fromher father's home in the Mddle Kingdons to a finishing schoo
in Knest Malwe—had clearly been brought up in an atnosphere of taste and

el egance. The clothes and jewelry she picked for herself spoke of it.

St ar hawk, though raised in an environnent both countrified and austere, had
done enough looting in the course of eight years of sieges to understand the
di fference between newrich tawdri-ness and quality. Every line of Fawn spoke
of fastidious taste and careful breeding, as nuch at odds with the nunlike
barrenness of Starhawk's living quarters as she was with the rather barbaric
opul ence of the Chief's.

What had she been? the Hawk wondered. A nobl eman's daughter? A nerchant's?
Those white hands, delicate amd their carefully chosen jewelry, had certainly
never handl ed anythi ng harsher than a man's flesh in all her life. The

| ovel i est that noney coidd buy, Starhawk thought, with a wy tw nge of
bitterness for the girl's sake—whether she wanted to be bought or not.

Fawn | aid the cards down, undealt. In repose, her face | ooked suddenly tired.
"What's going to becone of him Hawk?" she asked quietly.
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St ar hawk shrugged, deliberately m sunderstanding. "I can't see the Chief being
crazy enough to get mixed up in any affair having to do with magic," she
began, and Fawn shook her head inpatiently.

"It isn't just this," she insisted. "If he goes on as he's doing, he's going
to slip up one day. He's the best, they say—but he's also forty. |Is he going
to go on leading troops into battle and wintering in Wynde, until one day
he's a little slow dodgi ng sone enemy's axe? If it isn't Atiokis, how long
will it be before it's sonething el se?"



St ar hawk | ooked away fromthose suddenly |um nous eyes. Rather gruffly, she
said, "Oh, he'll probably conquer a city, make a fortune, and die stinking
rich at the age of ninety. The old bastard' s welfare isn't worth your |osing
sl eep over."

Fawn | aughed shakily at the picture presented, and they spoke of other things.
But on the whole, as she dealt the cards, Starhawk wi shed that the girl had
not touched that way upon her own buried forebodi ngs.

Sun Wl f felt, rather than heard, the woman's soft tread outside his tent; he
was wat ching the entrance when the flap was noved asi de. The woman canme in
with the wild sea snell of the night.

Wth the lanps at his back, their light catching in his thinning, dust-colored
hair and framing his face in gold, he did look like a sun wolf, the big,
deadly, tawny hunter of the eastern steppes. The woman put back the hood from
her hair.

"Sheera Gal ernas?" he asked quietly.
"Captain Sun Wl f?"

He gestured her to take the other chair. She was younger than he had thought,
at nost twenty-five. Her black hair curled thickly around a face that tapered
fromw de, delicate cheekbones to a pointed chin. Her lips, full alnost to the
corners of her nouth, were sensual and dark as the | ees of wi ne. Her deep-set
eyes seemed wi ne-colored, too, their lids stained violet from sl eepl ess
nights. She was tail for a wonan and, as far as he coul d determ ne under the
muf fling folds of her cloak, well set up

For a nonent neither spoke. Then she said, "You're different fromwhat | had
t hought . "

"I can't apol ogize for that." He'd put on a shirt and breeches and a brown
vel vet doublet. The hair on the backs of his arms caught the light as he
fol ded his strong, heavy hands.
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She stirred in her chair, wary, watching him He found hinmsel f wondering what
it would be like to bed her and if the experinent would be worth the trouble
it could cost. "I have a proposition for you," she said at last, meeting his
eyes with a kind of anger, defying himto | ook at her face instead of her
body.

"Mbst | adies who come to ny tent do."

Her skin deepened to clay-red along the cheekbones and her nostrils flared a
little, like a horse scenting battle. But she only said, "Wat would you say
to ten thousand pieces of gold, to bring your troop and do a job for nme in
Mandri gyn?"

He shrugged. "I'd say no."

She sat up, truly shocked. "For ten thousand gold pieces?" The sum was

enor nous—five thousand woul d have bought the entire troop for a sumer's
canpai gn and been t hought generous. He wondered where she'd come up with it,
if in fact she intended to pay him The size of the suminclined himto doubt
it.



"I wouldn't go against Altiokis for fifty thousand,"” he said calmy. "And
wouldn't tie up on a word-of-mouth proposition with a skirt froma conquered
city for a hundred, wi zard or no w zard."

As he'd intended, it prodded her out of her calm The flush in her face
deepened, for she was a wonan to whom few nen had ever said no. An edge of
ugly rage slid into her voice. "Are you afraid?"

"Madam " Sun WoIf said, "if it's a question of having nmy bowels pulled out
t hrough nmy eye sockets, |I'mafraid. There's no anount of noney in the world
that woul d make nme pick a quarrel with Atiokis."

"Or is it just that you' d prefer to deal with a man?"

She'd spat the words at himin spite, but he gave them due consideration
after a monent, he replied, "As a matter of fact, yes," H's hand forestalled
her intaken breath. "I know where wonmen stand in Mandrigyn. | know they'd
never put one in public office and they'd never send one on a nission |ike
this. And if you're from Madri gyn, you know that."

She subsi ded, her breath coming fast and thick with anger, but she didn't deny
hi s wor ds.

"So that nmeans it's private," he went on. "Ten thousand gold pieces is one
hell of a lot of tin froma private party, especially froma city that's just
been taken and likely tapped
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for indemity for whatever wasn't carried off in the sack. And since 1 know
worren are vengeful and sneaky..."

"Rot your eyes, you— she expl oded, and he held up his hand for silence again.

"They have reasons for fighting underhand the way they do, and 1 understand
them but the fact remains that | don't trust a desperate wonman. A worman wil |
do anything."
"You're right," she said quietly, her eyes burning with an eerie intensity
into his, her voice deadly calm "Wt will do anything. But 1 don't think you
understand what it is to love your city, to be proud of it, ready to | ay down
your life to defend it, if need be—and not be allowed to participate inits
government, not even be allowed by the canons of good manners to talk
politics. Holy Gods, we're not even permitted to wal k about the streets
unvei l ed! To see the town torn apart by factionalismand conquered, with al
the men who did fight for it led away in chains while the w cked, the venal
and the greedy sit in the seats of power...

"Do you know why no man cane to you tonight?

"For decades—eenturies—Altiokis has coveted Mandri-gyn. He has taken over the
| ands of the old nountain Thanes and of the clans to the southeast of us; he
sits like a toad across the overland trade roads to the East. But he's

| andl ocked, and Mandrigyn is the key to the Megantic. W made trade
concessions to him turned a blind eye to encroachnents al ong the border
signed treaties. You know that's never enough

"Hi s agents stirred up trouble and factions in the city, cast doubt on the
legitimacy of the rightful Prince, Tarrin of the House of Her, split the



parliament —and when we were exhausted with fighting one another, he and his
arm es nmarched down Iron Pass. Tarrin led the whole force of the nen of
Mandrigyn to neet themin battle, in the deeps of the Tchard Muntains. The
next day, Altiokis and his armes came into the city."

Her eyes focused suddenly, an anber gleamdeep in their brown depths. "I know
Tarrin is still alive."”

"How do you know?"
"Tarrin is ny |lover."

"I"ve had nore wonen in nmy life," Sun Wl f said tiredly, "than |I've had pairs
of boots, and 1 couldn't for the life of nme tell you where one of themis
now. "

"You'd know best about that," she sneered. "The nmen were all nade slaves in
t he mi nes beneath the Tchard Munt ai ns—
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Altiokis has mles of mines; no one knows how deep, or how nany arm es of

sl aves work there. The—girls—$romthe city sonmetines go up there to—do

busi ness—with the overseers. One of themsaw Tarrin there." The expression of
her face changed, suffused, suddenly, with tender eagerness and the burning
anger of revenge. "He's alive."

"We' || skip over how this girl knew him" Sun WIf said. He was gratified to
see that tender expression turn to one of fury. "I'll ask you this. You want
me and ny nen to rescue himfromAltiokis' mnes?"

Al nmost trenbling with anger, Sheera took a grip on herself and said, "Yes. Not
Tarrin only, but all of the nen of Mandrigyn."

"So they can go back down the nmountain, retake the city, and live happily
forever after.”

"Yes." She was | eaning forward, her eyes blazing, her cloak fallen aside to
reveal the dark purple satin of her gown, pearled over like dew with opa
beads. "No man cane to you because there was no nan to come. The only mal es
left in Mandrigyn are old cripples, little boys, and slaves—and the

cake- mout hed, poxy cowards who would sell their children to feed Altiokis'
dogs, if the price were a little power. W raised the noney anmong us—we, the
| adi es of Mandrigyn. We'll pay you anything, anything you want. It's the only
hope for our city."

Her voice rose, strong as martial music, and Sun Wl f |eaned back in his chair
and studi ed her thoughtfully. He took in the richness of the gown she wore and
the softness of those unworked hands. Supposing the city were taken w thout
sack—whi ch woul d be to Al'tiokis' advantage if he wanted to continue using it
as a port. Sun WIf was famliar with the soft-handed burghers who paid ot her
men to do their fighting, but he had never given much thought to the strength
or notivations of their w ves. Maybe it was possible that they'd raised the
sum he thought. Gol den earrings, household funds, nonies enbezzled from
husbands too cowardly or too prudent to go to war. Possible, but not probable.

"Ten thousand gol d pieces is the ransomof a king," he began

"It is the ransomof a city's freedom" she bit back at him



Starhawk was right, he thought. There are other fanatics besides religious
ones.

"But it isn't just the cost of nen's lives," he returned quietly. "I wouldn't
| ead them against Altiokis and they woul dn't go.
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It's autum already. The storms will break in a matter of days. It's a |ong
march to Mandrigyn overland through the nountains."

"I have a ship," she began

"You're not getting ne on the ocean at this tinme of year. | have better things
to do with ny body than use it for crab food. W' ll be a few days noppi ng up
here, and by then the storns will have started. |I'mnot waging a winter war.

Not agai nst Altiokis—ot in the Tchard Muntains."
"There's a woman on board ny ship who can command t he weat her,"” Sheera
persisted. "The skies will remain clear until we're safe in port."

"A wizard?" He grunted. "Don't nake ne | augh. There are no w zards anynore,
bar Al'tiokis hinmself—-and | wouldn't take up with you if you had one. | won't
mx nyself in a w zards' war.

"And," he went on, his voice hardening, "I'mnot interested in any case. |
won't take ten thousand gold pieces to buy ny nmen coffins, and that's what it
woul d cone to, going against Altiokis, winter or sunmmrer, nountains or
flatland. Your girlfriend may have seen Tarrin alive, lady, but I'll wager
your ten thousand gol d pi eces against a plug copper that his brain and his
soul weren't his own. And a plug copper's all ny owmn life would be worth if |
were fool enough to take your poxy noney." :

She was on her feet then, her face nottled with rage. "Wat do you want?" she
demanded in a | ow voice. "Anything. Me—or any woman in the city or all of us.
Dream sugar? W can get you a bushel of it if you want it. Slaves? The town
crawls with them D anpbnds? Twenty thousand gold pieces ..."

"You couldn't raise twenty thousand gold pieces, woman, | don't know how you
raised ten," Sun Wl f snapped. "And | don't touch dream sugar. You? |'d sooner
bed a poi sonous snake."

That touched her on the raw, for she was a worman whom nen had begged for since
she was twelve. But the rage in her was sonethi ng nore—€ondensed, |ike the
core of a flame—and it was this that had caused Sun Wl f to speak what
sounded like an insult but was, in fact, the literal truth. She was a

danger ous wonan, passionate, intelligent, and ruthless; a woman who coul d wait
nmont hs or years for revenge. Sun Wl f did not rise fromhis chair, but he
gauged t he di stance between them and cal cul ated how swiftly she m ght nove if
she struck.
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Then a draft of wild snoky night breathed suddenly through the tent, and
Sheera swung around as Starhawk paused in the doorway. For a nonent, the wonen
stood facing each other, the one in her dark gown sewn w th shadowy opals,
with her wild and perilous beauty, the other w ndbuned and pl ain as bread, her
man' s doubl et accentuating die w de shoul ders and narrow hi ps, the angul ar
face with its cropped hair. Slarhawk's rolled-back sl eeves showed forearns
muscled like a man's, all crinped with pink war scars.



They sized each other up in silence. Then Sheera thrust past Starhawk, through
the tent flap, to vanish into the bl ood-scented night.

The Hawk | ooked after her in silence for a nonment, then turned back to her
chief, who still sat in his canp chair, his hands fol ded before himand his
fox-yel |l ow eyes broodi ng. He sighed, and the tension seemed to ebb fromhis
muscl es as much as it ever did on canpaign. The door curtain noved again, and
Fawn entered, her dark hair fretted to tangles, falling in a soft web over her
sl ender back.

Sun Wbl f stood up and shook his head in answer to his lieutentant's unasked
guestion. "May the spirits of his ancestors,” he said quietly, "help the poor
bastard who falls afoul of her."”

CHAPTER
"UNLJGHT LAY UKE A TH CK AMBER RESI N ON THE SURFACE

of the council table, catching in a burning line on the brass of its inlay
work, like the glare at the edge of the sea. For all the tw nge of autum that
spiced the air outside, it was over-warm up here, and the Council of Kedwyr,
laced firmy into their sober coats of padded and reinforced bl ack wool, were
sweating gently in the magnified sunlight that fell through the great oriel

wi ndows. Sun Wl f sat at the foot of the table between the Captain of the

Qutl and Levies and the Comander of the City Guards, his hands fol ded, the
glaring sun catching like spurts of fire on the brass buckles of his doublet,
and waited for the President of the Council to try and wiggle out of his
contract.

Both the Qutland Captain Gobaris and the City Commander Breg had warned him
They t hensel ves fought for Kedwyr largely as a duty fixed by tradition, and
their pay was notoriously elastic.

The President of the Council opened the proceedings with a well-rehearsed
paean of praise for the Wl f's services, touching briefly upon his regrets at
having had to go to war agai nst such a small neighbor as Melplith at all. He
went on to speak of the hardships they had all endured, and Sun Wl f, scanni ng
t hose pink, sweaty faces and hamli ke jow s bul gi ng out over the high-w apped
whi te neckcl othes, renenbered the rotten rati ons and wondered how nuch these
men had nade off them The President, a tall, handsome man with the air of a

m ddl e-aged athlete run to fat, cane to his conclusion, turned to the
ferret-faced clerk at his side, and said, "Now, as to the matter
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of payment. | believe the sumprom sed to Captain Sun Wl f was thirty-five
hundred gol d pieces or its equival ent?"

The man nodded in agreenent, glancing down at the unrolled parchnment of the
contract that he held in his little white hand.

"I'n the currency of the Real mof Kedwyr..." the President began, and Sun Wl f
interrupted him his deep runbling voice deceptively |azy.

"The word 'equivalent' isn't in my copy of the contract."

He reached into the pouch on his belt and pulled out a rmuch-fol ded wad of



parchnent. As he deliberately spread it out on the surface of the table before
him he could see the uneasy gl ance that passed anong the council men. They had
not thought that he coul d read.

The President's wide smle wdened. "Well, of course, it is understood that—
"l didn't understand it," Sun Wl f said, still in that mld tone of voice. "If
| had neant 'gold or local,' |I'd have specified it. The contract says

'gold' —and by international contractual law, gold is defined by assay wei ght,
not coi nage count."

in the appalled silence that foll owed. Captain Gobaris of the Qutland Levies
| eaned his chin on his palmin such a way that his fingers concealed the grin
that was struggling over his round, heavy face.

The President gave his fanous, glittering smle. "lIt's a pleasure to deal with
a man of education, Captain Sun WIf," he said, |ooking as if he would derive
even greater pleasure fromseeing Sun Wl f on board a ship that was headed
straight for the rocks that fringed Kedwyr's cliffs. "But as a nan of
education, you nust realize that, because of the disrupted conditions on the
Peni nsul a, assay-wei ght gold coinage is in critically short supply. The

bal ance of inmports and exports must be reestablished before our stockpiles of
gold are sufficient to nmeet your denmands."

"My demands," Sun Wl f rem nded himagently, "were nmade six nonths ago, before
the trade was disrupted.”

"I ndeed they were, and you may be sure that under ordinary circunstances our
treasuri es woul d have been nore than sufficient to give you your rightful dues
i n absol ut e-wei ght cohv age. But energency contingencies arose which there was
no way to foresee. The warehouse fires on the silk wharves and the failure of
the [ enon crops on which so nuch of our export
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depends caused shortages in the treasury which had to be covered from funds
originally earmarked for the war."

Sun Wbl f gl anced up. The ceiling of the council hall was newy gil ded—he'd
wat ched the worknen doing it, one afternoon when he'd been kept kicking his
heel s here for an hour and a half trying to see the President about the
rati ons the Council menbers had been selling them

G I di ng was not cheap
"Neverthel ess,” the President went on, leaning forward a little and | owering
his voice to a confiding tone, which the Qutland Captain had told Sun Wl f
meant he was about to tighten up the screws, "we should be able to neet the
agreed- upon amount in gold coinage in four weeks, when the anber convoys cone
in fromthe mountains. If you are willing to wait, all can be arranged to your
satisfaction."”

Except that my men and | will not be stuck on the hostile Peninsula for the
winter, the WIf thought dryly. If they were paid pronptly and left at the end
of this week, they might make it over the Giiss River, which separated the
Peninsula fromthe rolling wastel ands beyond, before it becane inpassable wth
winter floods. If they waited four weeks, the river would be thirty feet

hi gher than it was now in the gorges, and the Silver Hlls beyond clogged with
snow and blistered by winds. If they waited four weeks to be paid, many of the
men m ght never nmake it back to winter quarters in Wynde at all



He fol ded his hands and regarded the President in silence. The nonent

el ongated itself unconfortably into a minute, then two. The next offer would
be for local currency, of course—stipulated at a far higher rate than he
could get in Wynde. Silver coinage tended to fluctuate in value, and right
now the silver content wasn't going to be high. But he let the silence run on
knowi ng the effect of it on men already a little nervous about that corps of
stormtroops canped by the walls of Mel-plith.

It was CGeneral G adduck, the head of all the Kedwyr forces who had taken npst
of the credit for breaking the siege, who finally spoke. "But if you are
willing to accept local currency ..." he began, and left the bait dangling.

They expected the WIf to start grudgingly stipulating silver content on
coi nage—+npossi bl e to guarantee unl ess he wanted to have every coin assayed
i ndividually. Instead he said, "You nmean you'd like to renegotiate the
contract ?"

"Wl — the President said, irritated
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"Contractually, you're obligated for gold," Sun WIf said. "But if you are
willing to renegotiate, | certainly am | believe, in matters regarding

i nternational trade, the customin the Peninsula is to inpanel a jury of
impartial representatives of the other states hereabouts, to determ ne
equi val ent | ocal currency values for thirty-five hundred in gold."

The President did not quite turn pale at the thought of representatives from

t he ot her Peninsular states setting the anpbunt of noney he'd have to pay this
nmercenary and his nen. The other states, already al arned by Kedwyr's attack on
its rival MelpH h, would love to be given the opportunity to disrupt Kedwyr's
econony in that fashion—hot to nention doing Sun Wl f a favor that could be
tendered as part of the paynment the next time they needed a nercenary troop

He was clearly sorry he had nentioned it.

A pinch-faced little council man down at the end of the table quavered, "O al
the nerve!"

The President forced one last smle. "OF course, Captain, such negotiations
could be badly drawn out."

Sun Wl f nodded equably. "I realize the drain that's already been put on you
by our presence here. I'msure ny nen could be put up in some other city in
the vicinity, such as Ciselfarge."

It had been a toss-up whether Kedwyr would invade MelpHth or Ciselfarge in
this |l atest power struggle for the anber and silk trades, and Sun WIf knew
it. If the President hadn't just returned from swearing | asting peace and
brot herhood with Ciselfarge's prince, the remark coul d have been construed as
an open threat.

Gimy, the President said, "I amsure that such a delay will not be
necessary."

The bar of sunlight slid along the table, glared for a tine in Sun Wlf's
eyes, then shifted its gleamto the wall above his head. Servants cane in to



light the | anps before the negotiati ons were done. Once or twi ce. Sun Wl f
went down to the square outside the Town Hall to speak to the nen he'd brought
into the town with him ostensibly to make sure they weren't drinking

t hensel ves insensible in the taverns around the square, but in fact to |et
them know he was still alive. The nmen, |ike nost of the WIf's nmen, didn't
drink nearly as much as they seemed to—this trip counted as campai gn, not
recreation.

The third time the Wl f cane down the wide staircase, it was with the fat
Captai n Gobaris of the CQutland Levies and
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the thin, bitter, handsome Commander Breg of the Kedwyr City Quards. The

Qutl and Captain was chuckling juicily over the disconfiture of the Council at
Sun Wl f s hands. "I thought we'd | ose our President to the apopl exy, for
sure, when you specified the currency had to be delivered tonorrow "

"If I'd given himthe week he'd asked for, he'd have had time to get another
run of it fromthe Cty Mnt," the Wl f said reasonably. "There'd be half the
silver content of the current coins, and he'd pay me off in that."

The Guards Commander gl anced sideways at himw th bl ack, gl oony eyes. "I
suspect it's what he did | ast year, when the city contracts were signed," he
said. "We contracted for five years at sixty stallins a year, and that was
when stallins were forty to a gold piece. Wthin two nmonths they were down to
sixty-five."

"Ch, there's not nmuch 1 wouldn't put past that slick bastard." Gobaris
chuckl ed as they stepped through the great doors. Before them the town square
lay in a checkwork of moonlight and shadow, bordered with the enbroidered gold
of a hundred | anps fromthe taverns that rimed it. Misic drifted on the wi nd,
with the snell of the sea.

No, Sun Wbl f thought, signaling to his nmen. And that's why | didn't cone to
this town al one.

They left their places in the open tavern fronts and drifted toward hi m across
the square. Gobaris scratched the big hard ball of his belly, and sniffed at
the wild air. "Wnter rains are holding off," he judged. "They're late this
year."

"Qdd, " the commander said. "The cl ouds have been piling up on the sea horizon
day after day."

oliquely, it crossed Sun Wl f's mnd that the woman Sheera had spoken of
havi ng someone on board her ship who could conmand the weather. A wi zard? he
wonder ed. |npossible. Then his men were around him grinning, and he raised
his thunbs in a signal of success. There were ironic cheers, |aughter, and
bantering chaff, and Sheera slipped fromthe WIf's mnd as Gobaris said,

"Well, that's over, and a better job of butchery on a nore deserving group of
men |'ve never seen. Conme on, Conmander," he added, jabbing his norose
colleague in the ribs with an elbow. "Is there anyplace in this town a nan can

get some wine to wash out the taste of thenP"

They ended up nmaking a circuit of the square, Sun Wl f, CGobaris, and Conmander
Breg, with all of Sun Wl f's bodyguard and as nany of the Qutland Levies as
had remained in
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the town. Amid joking, laughter, and horseplay with the girls of the I oca

si sterhood who had turned out in their tawdry finery, Sun WIf managed to get
a good deal of information about Kedwyr and its allies from Cormander Breg and
a general picture of the latest state of Peninsula politics.

A cool, little hand slid over his shoulder, and a girl joined themon the
bench where he sat, her eyes teasing with professional prom se. Remarkable
eyes, he thought; deep gold, |ike peach brandy, lighting up a face that was
young and exquisitely beautiful. Her hair was the soft, fallow gold of a ripe
apricot, escaping its artful pins and lying over slim bare shoulders in a
shi ni ng mane. He thought, monentarily, of Fawn, back at the canmp—this girl
couldn't be nuch ol der than ei ghteen years.

The tastes of wine and victory were nmingled in his mouth. He said to the nen
he'd brought with him "I1'll be back.” Wth their good-natured ribaldry
shouting in his ears, he rose and followed the girl down an alley to her
rose-scented room

It was later than he had antici pated when he returned to the square. A white
si ckl e moon had cl eared the overhangi ng housetops that closed in the alley; it
glittered sharply on the messy water that trickled down the gutter in the
center of the street. The noise fromthe square had entirely faded, nusic and
| aughter dying away into four-bit love and finally sleep. H's men, Sun Wl f
thought to hinself with a wy grin, weren't going to be pleased at having
waited so long, and he steeled hinself for the inevitable comrents.

The square was enpty.

One glance told himthat all the taverns were shut, a circunstance that bunch
of rowdy bastards woul d never have permitted if they'd still been around.

Dr oppi ng back into the sheltering shadows of the alley, he scanned the enpty
paverent agai n—il ky where the nmoon struck it, barred with the angul ar bl ack
frieze of the shadows cast by the roof of the Town Hall. Every w ndow of that
great building and of all the buildings round about was dark

Had the President had them arrested?

Unlikely. The candl elighted roomto which the girl had led hi mwasn't that far
fromthe square; if there'd been an arrest, there would have been a fight, and
t he noi se woul d have cone to him

Besides, if the Council had given orders for his arrest, they'd
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have foll owed himand taken himin the twi sting mazes of alleys, away fromhis
nen.

A town crier's distant voice announced that it was the second watch of the
night and all was well.

Mich later than he'd anticipated, he thought and cursed the girl's teasing
| aughter that had drawn himback to her. But no natter how | ate he was, his
men woul d never have gone off w thout himunless so ordered, even if they'd
had to wait until sunup

After a noment's thought, he doubl ed back toward the harbor gates. It xwas
half in his mind to return to the Town Hall and nake a private investigation
of the cells that would invariably be underneath it. But as nmuch as his first



instinct pulled himtoward a direct rescue, |ong experience with the politics
of war told himit would be foolish. If the men had nmerely been arrested for
drunken rowdi ness—wahich the Wl f did not believe for a noment—they were in no
danger. If they were in danger, it meant they'd been gathered in for sone

ot her reason, and the WIf stood a far better chance of hel ping them by
slipping out of the city himself and getting back to his position of strength
in the canp. If he did not return, it would be norning before Starhawk acted
and possibly too late for any of them

Hi s soft boots made no noise on the cobbles of the streets. In the dark mazes
of the poor quarter, there was little sound—no hint of pursuit or of anything
el se. A late-walking water seller's nournful call drifted through the

bl ackness. Froma griny thieves' tavern, built half into a cellar, snoky and
me-phitic light seeped, and with it came raucous | aughter and the

hi gh- pi tched, shrieking voices of whores. El sewhere, the bells of the | oca
Convent Kedwyr had al ways been a stronghold of the Mdther's foll owers—hi ned
plaintively for mdnight rites.

The harbor gate was a squat, round tower, crouching |ike a nmonstrous frog

agai nst the starry backdrop of velvet sky. Slipping out that way would nean an
extra mle or so of wal king, scranbling up the precarious cliff road, but the
Wl f assuned that, if the President had men watching for him they'd be

wat ching by the main | and gates.

Certainly there were none awaiting himhere. A couple of nmen and a stocky,

pl ai n-1 ooki ng woman in the unifornms of the City Guards were playing cards in
the little turret room beside the closed gates, a bottle of cheap wine on the
tabl e bet ween
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them Sun WoIf slid cautiously through the shadows toward the heavily barred
and awkwardly placed postern door that was cut in the bigger gates—a feature
of many city gates, and one that he habitually spied out in any city he

vi sited.

Sli ppi ng out by the postern would put himin full view of the guards in the
turret for as long as it took to count to sixty, he cal cul ated, gauging

di stances and tinmes fromthe dense shadows of the gate arch. If the guards
were not alert for soneone trying to get out of the city, he could just
manage, with luck. For all his size, he had had from chil dhood an al nost
abnormal talent for remaining unseen, like a stalking wolf in the woods that
could come within feet of its prey. Hs father, who was his size but as big
and bl undering as a nountain bear, had cursed himfor it as a sneaking
pussyfoot, though in the end he had adnmitted it was a handy talent for a
warrior to have

It served himwell now. None of the card players so nmuch as turned a head as
he eased the bar fromthe bolt slots and stole through

After the torchlight near the gate, the night outside was inky dark. The tide
was coming in, rising over the vicious teeth of the rocks belowthe cliffs to
t he southwest, the starlight ghostly on the wet backs of the crabs that
swarnmed a! their feet. As he clinbed the cliff path, he saw that there were
chai ns enmbedded in the weedy stones of the cliff's base, winking faintly with
the novenment of the waves.

He shuddered with distaste. Hi s training for war had been harsh, physically



and nentally, both fromhis father's inclination and fromthe custons of the
northern tribe into which he had been born. He had | earned early that an
active imagination was a curse to a warrior. It had taken himyears to
suppress his.

The cliff path was narrow and steep, but not inpassable. It had been made for
woodcutters and sailors to go up fromand down to the beaches when the tide
was out. Only an invading troop attacking the habor gate would find it
perilous. He was soaked to the skin fromthe spray when he reached its top
half a mle or so fromthe walls; the wind was biting through the wet
sheepskin of his jerkin. In the winter, the storms woul d make the place a

deat htrap, he thought, |ooking about himat the flat, formess |lands at the
top. Wndbreaks of trees crisscrossed all the | ands between the cliffs and the
main road fromthe city gates, and a |ow wall of gray stones, half ruined and
crunmbling, lay like a snake a dozen yards inland of the cliff
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top, a final bastion for those blinded by wind and darkness. From here the
waves had a greedy sound.

He turned his face to the sea again, the wind flaying his cheeks. Above the
dark indigo of the sea, he could discern great colums of flat-topped clouds,
guarding lightning within them The storms could hit at any time, he thought,
and his mnd went back to the rough country of the wastel ands beyond t he Gniss
River. If there was a delay getting those jokers out of the city jaii..

He cursed his bodyguard as he turned his steps back toward the road that ran
fromthe land gate of the city Melplith. He'd left Little Thurg in charge of
them You'd think the little bastard would have the sense to keep them out of
trouble, he thought, first bitterly, then speculatively. In point of fact,
Little Thurg did generally have the brains to keep out of trouble and, for al
his height of barely five feet, he had the authority to keep nen under his
command out of trouble, too. It was that which had troubled Sun WIf fromthe
first.

Then, like a soft word spoken in the night, he heard the hum of a bowstring. A
pain, like the strike of a snake, bit his leg just above the knee. Al npst

bef ore he was aware that he'd been wi nged. Sun Wl f flung hinmself down and
forward, rolling into the |l ow ground at the side of the road, conceal ed by the
bl ackest shadows of the wi ndbreaks. For a tinme he lay still, listening. No
sounds cane to his ears but the humming of the wind over the stones and the
slurred voi ces of the whispering trees overhead.

Shot from behi nd a wi ndbreak, he thought, and his hand slipped down to touch
the shaft that stood out fromhis flesh. The touch of it startled him and he
| ooked down. He'd been expecting a war arrow, a killing shaft. But this was
short, lightweight, fletched with narrow, gray feathers—the sort of thing
children and soft-bred court |adies shot at nmarsh birds with. The head, which
he could feel buried an inch and a half in his leg, was smooth. After the
savage barbs he had fromtime to time hacked out of his own flesh in
twenty-five years of war, the thing was a toy.

He pulled it out as he would have pulled a thorn, the dark bl ood trickling
unheeded down his boot. It was senseless. You couldn't kill a man with
somet hing like that unless you put it straight through his eye.

Unl ess it was poi soned.

Slow y he raised his head, scanning the vague and star-
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lighted | andscape. He could see nothing, no novenent in the deceptive shadows
of the stunted trees. But he knew they were out there waiting for him And he
knew t hey had him

They?

If he was going to be trapped, why not in the town? Unless the President was
unsure of the loyalty of his city Troops and the Qutland Levi es? Wuld
Gobaris' nmen have rioted at Sun WIf's arrest?

If they'd thought it was the prelude to being done out of their own pay. they
woul d.

Wor ki ng qui ckly, he slashed the wound with his knife and sucked and spat as
much of the blood as he could, his ears straining for sone anomal ous sound
over the thin keening of the wind. He unbuckled his danp jerkin and used his
belt for a tourniquet, then broke off the head of the slender arrow and put it
in his pocket in the hopes that, if he did make it as far as the canp. Butcher
woul d be able to tell what the poison was. But already his mnd was review ng
the road, as he had studied it tine and again during the weeks of the siege,
seeing it in terms of cover and anbush. It was well over an hour's wal k.

He got to his feet cautiously, though he knew there would be no second arrow,
and began to wal k. Through the sweepi ng dar kness that surrounded him he

t hought he sensed movenent, stealthy in the shadows of the w ndbreaks, but he
did not turn to | ook. He knew perfectly well they would be follow ng.

He felt it very soon, that first sudden nunbness and the spreading fire of
feverish pain. Wen the road di pped and turned through a copse of dark trees,
he | ooked back and saw them a flutter of cloaks crossing open ground. Four or
five of them a broad, scattered ring.

He had begun to shiver, the breath | aboring in his lungs. Even as he left the
t hreshi ng shadows of the grove, the starlight on the plain beyond seened | ess
bright than it had been, the distance fromlandmark to | andmark far greater
than he had renenbered. The detached conmer of his mind that had al ways been
capabl e of cold reasoning, even when he was fighting for his life, noted that

t he poi son was fast-acting. The synmptons resenbled toadwort, he thought with a
curious calm Better that—f it had to be poi son—+than the endl ess purgi ngs and
vom tings of mercury, or the scream ng hallucinatory agonies of anzid. As a
nmercenary, he had seen al nost as much of
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politics as he had of war. Poison deaths were nothing new, and he had seen the
symptons of themall.

But he was dammed if he'd let that sleek, toothy President win this one
uncont est ed.

He was aware that he'd begun to stagger, the fog in his brain nmaking the air
glitter darkly before his eyes. Tiny stones in the road seemed to nagnify

t hensel ves hugely to trip his feet. He was aware, too, that his pursuers were
| ess careful than they had been. He could see the shadows of two of them
where they hid anong the trees. Soon they wouldn't even bother wth



conceal nent.

Cone on, he told hinself grimy. You' ve pushed on when you were freezing to
death; this isn't any worse than that. If you can nake it to the next stand of
rocks, you can take a couple of the bastards out with you.

It wasn't likely that the President would be with them but the thought of him
gave Sun WIf the strength to make it up the Iong grade of the road, toward

t he bl ack puddl e of shadow that lay across it where the land | evel ed out

again. He was aware of all his pursuers now, dark, drifting shapes, ringing as
wol ves woul d ring a wounded cari bou. Nunmb sleep pulled at him The shadow of
the rocks appeared to be floating away fromhim and it seemed to himthen
that, if he pushed hinself that far, he wouldn't have the strength to do
anyt hi ng, once he reached the pl ace.

You will, he told hinself foggily. The smiling bastard probably told themit
woul d be a piece of cake, rot his eyes. I'Il give them cake.

In the shadow of the rocks, he let his knees buckle and crunpled to the
ground. Under cover of trying to rise and then coll apsing again, he drew his
sword, concealing it under himas he heard those swift, light footfalls make
their cautious approach

The ground felt wonderful under him like a soft bed after hard fighting.
Desperately he fought the desire for sleep, trying to garner the strength that
he felt slipping away |ike water. The dust of the road filled his nostrils,
and the salt tang of the distant sea, magnified a thousand tines, swamlike
liquor in his darkening brain. He heard the footsteps, slurring in the dry
autum grass, and wondered if he'd pass out before they cane.

/ may go straight to the Cold Hells, he thought bitterly, but by the spirit of
my first ancestor, |'mnot going al one.

Dimly he was aware of themall around him The fold of a
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cl oak crunpl ed down over his arm and someone set a |light bow in the grass
nearby. A hand touched his shoul der and turned hi mover.

Li ke a snake striking, he grabbed ai the dark form bent over him catching the
nape of the neck with his left hand and driving the sword upward toward the
chest with his right. Then he saw the face in the starlight and jerked his
nmotion to a halt as the blade pricked the skin and his victimgave a tiny
gasping cry. For a noment, he could only stare up into the face of the
anber-eyed girl fromthe tavern, the soft masses of her pale hair falling Iike
silk over his gripping hand.

Under his fingers, her neck was like a flower's stem He could feel her breath
qui vering beneath the point of his sword. / can't kill her, he thought
despairingly. Not a girl Fawnie's age and frozen with terror

Then darkness and cold took him and he slid to the ground. H s |ast conscious
menory was of soneone jerking the sword out of his hand.

CHAPTER —3 —

"A



. R SENT  YOU  AWAY?" STARHAWK  LOOKED  SHARPLY
fromLittle Thurg to Ari, who stood quietly at her side.

Thurg nodded, puzzlenent stanped into every line of his round, rather

bl and- 1 ooki ng countenance. "I thought it funny nyself, sir," he said, and the
bright blue eyes shifted over to Ari. "But | asked you about it then, and you
told nme..."

"I was never there," Ari objected quietly. "I was never in Kedwyr at all." He

| ooked over at Starhawk, as if for confirmation. They had spent the night with
hal f of Sun Wl f's other |ieutenants, playing poker in Penpusher's tent,
waiting for word to cone back fromtheir chief. "You know. .."

St ar hawk nodded. "I know," she said and | ooked back at Thurg, who was clearly
shaken and nmore than a little frightened.

"You can ask the others, sir," he said, and a pleading note crept into his
voice. "W all saw him plain as daylight. And after the Chief had gone off
with that woman, | thought he net and spoke with Ari. May God strike nme blind
if that isn't the truth.”

Sl arhawk reflected to herself that being struck blind by God was an
exceedingly mld fate conpared wi th what any man who had deserted his captain
inthe mddle of an eneny city was likely to get. The fact that they were in
the pay of the Council of Kedwyr did not nake that city friendly territory—
quite the contrary, in fact. You can dishonor a man's wife, kill his cattle,
tool his goods, Sun Wl f had often said, and he w |
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becorme your friend quicker than any ruling body that owes you noney for
somet hi ng you' ve done for them

She settled back in the folding canp chair that was set under the narquee
outside Sun Wl f's tent and studied the man in front of her. The sea wind
riffled her pale, flyaway hair and made the awni ng crack above her head. The
wi nd had turned in the night, blowing hard and steady toward the east. The
raci ng scud of the clouds threw an uneasy alternation of brightness and shadow
over the dry, wolf-colored hills that surrounded Melplith's stove-in walls on
three sides and formed a backdrop of worried calculations, |like a half-heard
noi se, to all her thoughts.

Her silence was salt to Thurg's already flayed nerves. "1 swear it was Ari
saw, " he insisted. "I don't know how it came about, but you know I'd never
have left the Chief. I've been with himfor years."

She knew that this was true. She also knew that women, nore than once

m staking her for a man in her arnmor, had offered to sell her their young
daughters for concubi nes, and the know edge that there was literally nothing
t hat human bei ngs woul d not sell for ready cash nust have been in her eyes.
The little man in front of her began to sweat, his glance flickering in
hopel ess angui sh from her face to ArTs. Starhawk's col dbl oodedness was nore
feared than Sun Wl f's rages. A man who had taken a bribe to betray Sun Wl f
could expect fromher no mercy and certainly nothing even renotely quick



She gl anced up at Ari, who stood behind her chair. He | ooked doubtful, as well
he m ght; Thurg had al ways proved hinmsel f trustworthy and had, as he had said,
been with Sun Wl f's troop for years. She herself was puzzled, as nuch by the
utter unlikeliness of Thurg's story as by the possibility of betrayal. In his
pl ace, she woul d have thought up a far better story, and she had enough
respect for his brains to think that he woul d have, al so.

"Where did Ari speak to you?" she asked at | ast.

"In the square, sir," Thurg said, swallow ng and glancing fromher face to
Ari's and back again. "He—he canme out of the alleyway the Chief had gone down
with that girl and—and wal ked over to where we were sitting in the tavern. It
was getting late. 1'd already talked to the i nnkeeper once about keeping the
pl ace open."

"He came over to you—er called you to hin®"

"He cane over, sir. He said, 'You can head on back to
30
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canp, troops. The Chief and I will be along later.' And he gave us this big

wi nk. They all |aughed and nade jokes, but | asked didn't he want a coupl e of
us to stay, just in case? And he said, 'You think we can't handle Gty Troops?
You' ve seen 'emfight!' And we—ae cane away. | thought if An was with the
Chief. .." He let his voice trail off, struggling within himself. Then he
flung his hands out. "It sounds |ike your grandfather's whiskers, but it's
true! Ask any of 'em " Desperation corrugated his sunburned little face.
"You' ve got to believe ne!"

But he did not look as if he thought that this was at all Iikely.

They said in the canp that Starhawk had not been born—she'd been scul pted.
She considered himfor a nonment nore, then asked, "He came out of the alley,
cane toward the tavern, and spoke to you?"

"Yes "
"He was facing the tavern | anps?"

"Yes—they were behind me. It was one of those open-front places—+ was at a
table toward the edge, out on the square, like."

"And you saw himclearly?"

"Yes! | swear it!" He was trenbling, sweat trickling down his scar-seaned
brown cheeks. Behind him just outside the rippling shade of the awning, two
guards | ooked away, feeling that electric desperation in the air and not
willing to witness the breaking of a man they both respected. Frantic, Thurg
said, "If 1'd sold the Chief to the Council, you think |I'd have conme back to
t he canmp?"

St ar hawk shrugged. "If you'd thought you could get nme to believe you thought
you were talking to An, maybe. |'ve seen too many betrayals to know whet her
you' d have sold himout or not—but | do find it hard to believe you' d have
done it this stupidly. You' re confined to quarters until we see whether the
Counci | sends out the noney they prom sed.”



When the guards had taken Little Thurg away, An shook his head and sighed. "O
al! the dammed stupid stories... How could he have done it, Hawk? There was no
way he had of knowing that | wasn't with ten other peopl e—which | was!"

She gl anced up at him towering above her, big and beariike and perpl exed, the
sl ow burn of both anger and hurt visible in those clear, hazel-gray eyes.
"That's what inclines me to believe he's telling the truth," she said and got
to her feet. "O

THE LADI ES OF MANDRLIGYN
31

what he thinks is the truth, anyway. If I'mnot back from Kedwyr in three
hours, hit the town with everything we've got and send nessages to
Ciselfarge..."

"You' re going by yoursel f?"

"I'f they're hiding what they've done, I'min no danger," she said briefly,
casting a quick glance at the piebald sky and picking up her sheepskin jacket
fromthe back of her chair. "I can fight ny way out alone as well as | could
with a small bodyguard—and if the Council doesn't know the Wl f's missing. |I'm
not going to tell themso by going in with a | arge one."

But on the highroad fromthe canp to the city gates, she nmet a convoy of
sturdy little pack donkeys and a troop of the Kedwyr City Guards, bearing the
speci fied paynment fromthe Council. Thin and norose, |ike a drooping bl ack
heron upon his cobby little Peninsular mare, Commander Breg hail ed her. She
drew her horse al ongside his. "No troubl e?" she asked, nodding toward the

| aden donkeys and the dark-cl othed guards who | ed them

The conmmander nade the single coughing noise that was the cl osest he ever cane
to a laugh. The day had turned cold with the stream ng wi nd; he wore a bl ack
cl oak and surcoat wound over the shining steel back-and-breast nmail, and his
face, franed in the metal of his helnet, was nottled with vermlion splotches
of cold. "Qur President cane near to an apoplexy and took to his bed with
grief over the amount of it," he told her. "But a doctor was sunmoned—they say
he will recover."

St arhawk | aughed. "Ari and Penpusher are there waiting to go over it wth
you. "
"Penpusher," the commander said thoughtfully. "Is he that yak in chain nail
who threw the defending captain off the tower at the stornming of Melplith's
gat es?"

"Ch, yes," Starhawk agreed. "He's only like that in battle. As a treasurer
he' s untouchabl e.”

"As a warrior," the comander said, "he's soneone | would not rmuch like to try
and touch, either." A spurt of wind tore at his cloak, fraying the horses
manes into tangled clouds and nooning eerily through the broken |ines of

wi ndbreak and stone. He gl anced past Starhawk's shoul der at the gray rim of
the sea, visible beyond the distant cliffs. The sky there was densely piled
wi t h brui sed-1ooking clouds. Over the whining of the
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wi nd, the waves coul d occasionally be heard, hamerli ke agai nst the rocks.

"WIl you make it beyond the Gniss," he asked, "before the river floods?"

"I'f we get started tonmorrow.” It was her way never to give anyone anyt hi ng.
She woul d not speak to a conparative stranger of her fears that they would
not, in fact, reach the river in time for a safe crossing. It was m dnorning;
were it not for Sun W f's di sappearance, they woul d have been breaki ng canp
al ready, to depart as soon as the nobney was counted. Wth the rapid rise of
the Gniss, hours could be inportant. As the wi nd knifed through the thick
sheepski n of her coat and stung the exposed flesh of her face, she wondered if
t he commander's words were a chance remark or a veiled warning to take
thenmsel ves off before it was too |ate.

"By the way," she asked, curvetting her horse away fromthe path of the little
convoy, "where does Gobaris keep hinmself when he's in towmn? O has he |eft
al ready?"

The conmander shook his head. "He's still there, in the barracks behind the
Town Hall square, it's his last day in the town, though—he's getting ready to
go back to his farmand that wife he's been telling us about all through the

canpai gn. "

"Thanks." Starhawk grinned and raised her hand in farewel|l. Then she turned
her horse's head in the direction of the town and spurred to a canter through
the cold, flying wi nds of the com ng storns.

She found Gobaris, round, pink, and slothful, packing his few bel ongi ngs and
the mail that no longer quite fitted him in the section of barracks reserved
by the Council for the Qutland Levies during their service to the town. Few of
themwere left; this section of the barracks, allotted to the nmen of the

| evies, was nostly enpty, the straw raked fromthe bunks and heaped on the
stone fl oor ready to be hosed out, the cold drafts whistling through the

| eak-stained rafters. The walls were covered with nute and obscene testinony
of the rivalry between the Qutland Levies and the City Troops.

"I don't know which is worse," she nmurnured, clicking her tongue thoughtfully,
"the lack of imagination or the inability to spell a sinple four-letter word
that they use all the tinme."

"Lack of imagination," Gobaris said pronptly, straightening up in a two-stage
nmotion to favor the effect of the com ng danpness on his | ower back. "If one
nore man had tried to tell me the story about the Gty Trooper and the baby
goat, 1'd
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have strangled the Iife out of himbefore he'd got past 'Once upon a tine.'
What can | do for you, Hawk?"

She spun hima tale of a mssing soldier, watching his puffy, unshaven face
closely, and saw nothing in the wi de blue eyes but annoyance and concern t hat
the man shoul d be found before the rest of the troop left without him He |et
his packing lie and took her down to the city hall, shouting down the regul ar
guards there and openi ng wi thout dermur any door she asked to see the other
side of. At the end, she shook her head in assumed di sgust and sighed. "Well,
that rules out trouble, anyway. He'll be either sodden drunk or snugged up
with some woman." It took all her long self-discipline and all the



i nexpressive cal mof years of barracks poker to hide the sick qual mof dread
that rose in her and accept with equaninity the Qutland Captain's invitation
to share a quart of ale at the nearest tavern

She was reviewing in her nenory the other possible ways to enter the jail by
stealth and search for other cells there when Gobaris asked, "Did your chief
get back to the canp all right, then?"

She frowned, resting her hands around the nug on the rather griny surface of
the tavern table. "Wy would he not?"

Gobari s sighed, shook his head, and rubbed at the pink, bristly rolls of his
jaw. "l didn't like it nyself, for all that Ari's a stout enough fighter. If
the President had wanted to nake trouble, he could have trapped the two of
themin the town. It was dangerous, is all."

Star hawk | eaned back in her chair and considered the fat man in the cold white
light that cane in through the open tavern front fromthe square. "You mean
Ari was the only man he had with hin?" she asked, playing for tine.

"Only one | saw." He threw back his head, revealing a grayish crescent of
dirty collar above the edge of his pink livery doublet, and drank deeply, then
wi ped his lips with an odd daintiness on the cuff of his sleeve. "He m ght
have had others up the alley, mnd, but none whom!| saw "

"Which alley?" she asked in a voice of mld curiosity, turning her head to
scan the hal f-enpty square. No booths or other tavern fronts opened into that
great expanse of checked white and bl ack stone today—a rainsquall had al ready
dappl ed the pavenment, and the fleeting patches of white and blue of the sky
were nore and nore obscured by threatening gray.

"That one there." He pointed. Fromthis angle, it was little nore than a
shaded sl ot behind the keyhole turrets of an el ab-
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orately tinbered inn front. "W were at that al ehouse there, the Cock in

Leat her Breeches, waiting for your chief to get back. Then Ari cane out of the
all ey, wal ked slap up to the bodyguard, and sent 'em off back to canmp. |
thought it wasn't like the WIf to be that carel ess, but nobody asked nme ny
opi nion. "

"You knew it was Ari."
Gobari s | ooked surprised. "OfF course it was Ari," he said. "He was standing
within a yard of nme, wasn't he? Facing the |anmps of the inn."

Ari was waiting for Starhawk at Sun Wl f's tent when she cane back fromthe
city. The canp was alive with the novenent of departure, warriors calling
curses and jokes back and forth to one another as they | oaded pack beasts with
their possessions and | oot fromthe sacking of Melplith. Starhawk, being not
by nature a looter, had very little to pack; she could have been ready to
depart in half an hour, tent and all. Someone—probably Fawn—had begun to
dismantl e Sun Wl f's possessions, and the big tent was a chaos of tunbled
hangi ngs, their iridescence shot with gold stitching, of disordered canp
furniture and cushions, and of mail and weapons. In the midst of it, on the
inlaid ebony table where their arnor had rested | ast night, sat a priceless
rose porcelain pitcher in which slips of iris had been rudely potted. Beside
it was a small |eather sack.



St ar hawk pi cked up the sack and weighed it curiously in her hand. She gl anced
i nside, then across at Ari. The bag contai ned gold pieces.

"Every grain of gold he contracted for was delivered," Ari said sonberly.

The Hawk stripped off her rain-wet coat and threw it over the back of the
staghorn chair. "I'mnot surprised,” she said. "Gobaris says he saw you, too.
Though if it were a setup..."

Ari shook his head. "I had the tents of all the nmen on that detail searched.
Little Thurg wasn't the only one, either..." He | eaned out the tent door and
called, "Thurg!" to someone outside. The doorway darkened and Big Thurg cane
in, making the small room m nuscul e by his bul k.

Big Thurg was the largest man in the WIf's troop, reducing Sun Wlf, Ari, and
Penpusher to frailty by conparison. The absurd thing about himwas that,

al t hough he and Little Thurg cane from opposite ends of die country and were
presumabl y
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no relation to each other, in face and build they were virtually tw ns, giving
the general inpression that Little Thurg had sonehow been made up fromthe
scraps left over fromthe creation of his i mense counterpart.

"It's true, sir," he said, guessing her question, |ooking down at her, and
scratching his head. "W all saw hi m#ae. Long Mat, Snharky, everyone."

"A doubl e?" Starhawk asked. W

"But why?" Ari threw out his hands in a gesture of angry frustration. "They
paid us!"

Qut si de, someone |led a | aden mul e past, the sound of the creaking pack straps
a whi spered rem nder that tine was very short. Big Thurg fol ded enornmous hands
before his belt buckle, his bright eyes grave with fear. "I think it's
witchery."

Nei t her Starhawk nor Ari spoke. Starhawk's cold face remai ned inpassive, but a
i ne appeared between the thick fur of Ari's brows.

Big Thurg went on, "l've heard tell of it in stories. How a wi zard can take on
the formof a man, to lie with a woman the night, and her thinking all the
time it's her husband; or else put on a woman's shape and call on a nurse to
ask for a child. When the true nother shows up, the kid s |ong gone. A w zard
coul d have seen you anywhere about the canp, sir, to know who you were."

"But there aren't any wi zards anynore," Ari said, and Starhawk coul d hear the
fear in his voice. Even anbng the mercenaries, Ari was accounted a brave nan,
for all his youth—brave with the courage of one who had no need for bravado.
But there were very few nen i ndeed who did not shudder at the thought of
dabbling in w zardry. She and Ari both knew for a fact that there was only one
wi zard alive in the worl d—Altiokis.

St arhawk said, "Thank you, Thurg. You can go. W'Ill have the guards let Little
Thurg go, with our apologies." The big man saluted and | eft. Wen she and Ari
were al one, she said quietly, "The Chief got an offer the other night to go
agai nst Altiokis at Mandrigyn."



Ari swore, softly, vividly, hopelessly. Then he said. "No. GCh, no, Hawk."
Around them the canp was a noisy confusion, but the steady pattering of the
rain against the leather tent walls and in the puddl es beyond the door cane
t hrough, like a whispered threat. It would be a |long, beastly journey north;
there could be no nore waiting. Ari |ooked at her, and in his eyes
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Starhawk saw the grief of one who had al ready heard of a death.

She continued in her usual calmvoice. "It would explain why the President
sent us our pay. He knows nothing of it. The wonman who cane and spoke to the
VI f here was fromone of Altiokis' cities."

For a tine Ari did not speak, only stood with his head bowed, |istening t*the
noi ses of the canp and the rain and her soft-spoken words of doom The fading
afternoon light laid a gleam|ike pewter on the creany brown of his arm
muscles; it wi nked on the gold stitching of his faded, garish tunic and on the
jewel s anobng the braided scal ps that decorated his shoul ders. H's gold
earrings flashed against his Iong, black hair as he turned his head. "So what
are we going to do?"

St ar hawk paused and consi dered her several courses of action. There was only
one of themthat she knew she could follow Knowing this, she did not inquire
of herself the reasons why. "I think," she said at last, "that the best thing
woul d be for you to get the troop back to Wynde. If Altiokis had wanted the
Chi ef dead, he would have killed himhere. Instead, it |ooks as if he spirited
hi m away somewhere." A dozen tales of the Wzard King' s incredible, capricious
cruelty contradicted her, but she did not give Ari tine to say so. She knew
that, if she accepted that explanation, she might just as well give Sun Wl f
up for dead now. She went on, "I don't know why he took himand I don't know
where, but the Citadel of Grinmscarp in the East is a good guess. | know the
Wl f, Ari. When he's trapped by a situation, he plays for tine."

Ari raised his head finally, staring at her in horrified disbelief. "You're
not goi ng there?"

She | ooked back at himinpassively. "It's either assume he's there and alive
and can be rescued—er decide that he's dead and give himup now. " Seeing his
stricken | ook at the col dness of her logic, she added gently, "I don't think

either of us is ready to do that yet."

He turned from her and paced the tent in silence. On the other side of the
peacock hangi ngs. Fawn coul d be heard moving quietly about, preparing for
departure. Sun Wl f's arnor and battle gear still hung on their stand at one
end of the room a mute echo of his presence; the feathers on the helnet's
wi despread wi ngs were translucent in the pallid light fromthe door. Finally
Ari said, "He could be el sewhere." She shrugged. "In that case, it's short
odds that he can get
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hinsel f out of trouble. If Atiokis has hi mwhich 1 believe he does—he'll need

help. I'mwilling to risk the trip." She hooked her hands through her sword
belt and watched Ari, waiting.



"You'll go overland?" he asked at |ast.

"Through the Kanwed Muntains, yes. I'll take a donkey—a horse woul d be nore
trouble than it was worth, between wolves and robbers, and it wouldn't add
anything to ny tine. | can always buy one when | reach the uplands." Her mnd

was | eapi ng ahead, cal cul ating the canpaign details that could be dealt
wi t h—+oad conditions, provisions, perils—+o free herself fromthe fear that
she knew woul d nunb her heart.

There's nothing you can do right nowto help him she told herself coldly,
except what you are doing. Feeling fear or worry for himwll not help either
himor you. But the fear snoldered in her nevertheless, like a buried fire in
the heart of a nountain of ice.

Ari asked, "Whomwi |l you take with you?"

She raised her brows, her voice still calmand matter-of-fact. "Wo do you
think could be trusted with the news that we mnmight be nessing with Altiokis?
personally can't think of anyone."

As he crossed the roomback to her, she could see the worry lines already
settling into his face—the lines that would be there all wi nter, nmaybe all his
life. Morale in the troop was going to be hard enough to maintain in the face
of the Wl f's disappearance, w thout dealing with the added panic that the

W zard King's name woul d cause, and they both knew it.

She went on. "A lone traveler is |ess conspicuous than a snmall troop
especially in the wintertine. 1'll be all right.”

The echo of a hundred nursery tales of Altiokis was in Ari's voice as he
asked, "How will you get into the G tadel ?"

She shrugged again. "I'll figure out that part when | get there."

Ari was the only one to see her off that night. She had del ayed her departure
until after dark, partly to avoid spies, partly to avoid comrent in the troop
itself. Her close friends in the troop—Penpusher, Butcher the canp doctor
Firecat, and Dogbreath—-she had told only that she was going to help the Chief
and that they'd both be back at Wynde in the spring. Altiokis was not spoken
of . After packing nost of her things to be sent back to Wynde, she had spent
the afternoon in
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nmedi tation, preparing her mnd and heart for the journey in the silence of the
Invisible Crcle, as they had taught her in the Convent of St. Cherybi.

Ari was quiet as he wal ked with her down the road toward the dark hills. By
the Iight of his torch, she thought, he | ooked ol der than he had this norning.
He was in for a hellish winter, she knew, and wondered nonmentarily if she
ought not, after all, to remain with the troop, for she was the senior of the
two lieutenants and the one who had nore experience in dealing with the town
council of Wynde.

But she let the thought pass. Her mind was already set on her quest, with the
cai rn single-mndedness with which she went into battle. In a sense, she had
al ready severed herself fromAri and the troop; and in any case, she was not



sure that her own road woul d not be the harder of the two.

"Take care of yourself," Ari said. In the sulfurous glare of the torch, the
coat of black bearskin he wore gave himnore than ever the | ook of a young
beast. The hills stood before them tall against the sky; above the sea to
their backs, the clouds rose in vast pillars of darkness, the wi nter storns
still holding uncannily at bay.

"You, also." She took the donkey's headstall in her left hand, then turned and
put her right hand on Ari's shoul der and kissed himlightly on the cheek. "1
don't know who's in for a worse time of it."

"Starhawk," Ari said quietly. The wind fluttered at his long hair; in the
shadows she coul d see the sudden junmp of his tensed jaw nuscles. "Wat aml
going to do," he asked her, "if soneone shows up sonmetine this wi nter, wthout
you, claimng to be the Chief? Howwill | know it's realiy hinP" Starhawk was
silent. They were both renenmbering Little Thurg, speaking to Ari's double in

t he square of Kedwyr.

Sweet Mot her, she thought, howw Il | knowit's the Chief when I find him

For a nonent, a shiver ran through her, alnost |ike panic; the fear of magic,
of wi zards, of the uncanny, threatened to overconme her. Then the face of
Sister Wellwa returned to her, withered in its frame of black veils; she saw
t he hunched back and tiny hands and herself, as a curious child, helping to
sort dried herbs in the old nun's cell and wondering why, of all the nuns in
t he Convent of St. Cherybi, Wellwa alone, the ol dest and nost wi nkl ed,
possessed... "A mrror," she said.
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Ari blinked at her, startled. "A what?"

"Put a mirror somewhere, in an angle of the roomwhere you can see it, A
mrror wili reflect a true form wthout illusion."

"You're sure?"

"I think so," she said doubtfully. "Or el se you can take himout to the
mar shes on a ni ght when there are denons about. As far as | know, Sun WIf is
the only man |'ve ever net who could see denons."

They had both seen himdo it, in the dripping narshes to the north of Wynde,
and had wat ched himfollow ng those | oathsonme, giggling voices with his eyes
through the ice-bitten

trees.

"It may be that a wizard can see denpons, too, by nmeans of nmagic," Ari said.
"It was said they could see through illusion."

"Maybe," she agreed. "But the mirror will show you a fraud." It occurred to
her for the first time to wonder why Sister Wellwa had kept that fragnent of
reflective glass positioned in the corner of her cell. Whom had she expected
to see init, entering the roomdisgui sed as soneone el se she knew?

"Maybe," Ari echoed softly. "And what then?"



They | ooked into each other's eyes, warm hazel into cold gray, and she shook
her head. "I don't know, " she whispered. "I don't know. "

She turned away from himand took the road into the darkness of the hills.
Behind her and to her left lay the dimscattering of lights visible through
the broken walls of Melplith and the collection of red sparks that was the
nmercenary canp. By dawn tonorrow, the canp woul d be broken and gone. Kedwyr's
Council had smashed its rival's pretensions, and the overland trade in furs
and onyx would return to Kedwyr, high tariffs or no high tariffs. Melplith
woul d sink back to being a poky little market town |like those farther back in
the hills, and what had anybody gai ned? A |l ot of people were dead, including
one of Gobaris' brothers; a lot of nercenaries were richer; a |lot of wonen had
been raped, men mai med, children starved. The wi de [ ands north of the Gniss
River were still a burned-over wasteland in which nuuwa and wol ves wander ed;
denons still haunted the cold marshes in whistling, biting clusters;

abomi nations bred in the southern deserts, while the cities of the Peninsula
fought over nmoney and those of the Mddl e Kingdonms fought over religion

The raw dampness of the wind stung Starhawk's face and
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whi pped at her hal f-nunbed cheeks with the ends of her hair. She'd neant to
crop it before | eaving, as she did before the sumrer canpai gns every year, but
had forgotten

She wondered why Altiokis had wanted the Chief. Sun Wil f had obvi ously sent
Mandri gyn's em ssary packi ng—and had hi nsel f vani shed without a trace the
foll ow ng ni ght.

Revenge? She shuddered inwardly at the tales of Altiokis' revenges. O for
other reasons? WII Ari, during the course of the winter, find hinself faced
with a man who clains to be Sun Wl f?

On the hillside to her left, the slurring rush of the wind through the bracken
was cut by anot her sound, a shifting that was not part of the pattern of
harm ess noi se.

St ar hawk never paused in her step, though the burro she led turned its |ong
ears backward uneasily. In this country, it would take a skilled tracker to
followin silence, even on a windy night. The ditches on either side of the
har d- packed dirt of the highroad were filled with a m x of gravel and sunmer
brushwood, and the sound of a body forcing passage anywhere near the road was
ridiculously loud to the Hawk's trained ears. Wen the track wound deeper into
the foothills, the ditches petered out, but the scrub grew thicker. As she

wal ked on, the Hawk could identify and pinpoint the sound of her pursuer
thirty feet behind her and cl osing.

Human. A wol f woul d be quieter; a nuuwa—f there were such things this close
to settled territory—wouldn't have the brains to stalk at all. The thought of
Al tiokis' spies drifted unpleasantly through her nind

To hell with it, she told herself and faked a stunble, cursing. The scrunching
in the brush stopped.

Li mpi ng ostentatiously, Starhawk hobbled to the side of the track and sat down
in the dense shadows of the brushwood. Under cover of Fiddling with her
boot| aces, she tied the burro's lead to a branch. Then she slithered backward



into the brush, snaked her way down the shallow, overgrown ditch, and clinbed
up onto the scrubby hillside beyond.

The ni ght was cl oudi ng over again, but enough starlight remained to give her
some idea of the shape of the |land. Her pursuer noved cautiously in the scrub
she focused on the direction of the popping of cracked tw gs. Keeping lowto
better her own vision against the |lighter sky, she scanned the dark junble of
twi sted black trunks and the nmottling of grayed | eaves.

Not hi ng. Her shadow was keeping still.
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Softly her fingers stole over the | oose sandy soil until they found what they
sought, a sizable rock washed fromthe stream bed by |last winter's rains.
Moving slowy to remain as quiet as she could, she worked it free of the dirt.
Wth a flick of the wist she sent it spinning into the brush a few yards
away.

There was a satisfactory rustling, and part of the pattern of dark and I|ight
that lay so dimy before her jerked, again counter to the general restless
nmoverrent of the wi nd. The vague gl ow of the sky caught the pallid reflection
of a face.

Very good, the Hawk t hought and eased her dagger soundl essly fromits sheath.

Then the wi nd changed and brought to her, incongruous in the sharpness of the
juni per, the sweet scent of patchouli

St arhawk braced herself to dodge in case she was wong and cail ed out softly,
" Fawn! "

There was a startled shift in the pattern. The shape of the girl's body was
reveal ed under the volum nous folds of a nottled plaid cl oak—the dull, al nost
random | ooki ng northern plaid that bl ended so deceptively into any pattern of
earth and trees. Fawn's voice was shaky and scared. "Starhawk?"

Starhawk stood up, clearly startling the daylights out of the girl by her
nearness. They stood facing each other for a time on the w ndswept darkness of
the hillside. Because they were both wonen, there was a great deal that did
not need to be said. Starhawk renenbered that nost of what she had said to Ari
had been in Sun Wl f's tent; of course the girl would overhear

It was Fawn who spoke first. "Don't send ne away," she said.

"Don't be foolish," Starhawk said brusquely.

"I promise |l won't slow you down."

"You can't prom se anything of the kind and you know it," the Hawk retorted.
"I"'mmaking the best tine to Ginmscarp that | can, over sone damed dirty
country. It's not the same as traveling with the troop fromWynde to the

Peni nsula or down to the M ddl e Kingdons and back."

Fawn's voi ce was desperate, |ow against the whining of the wind. "Don't |eave
ne."

Starhawk was silent a moment. Though a warrior herself, she was wonman enough



to understand the fear in that taut voice. Her own was ki nder when she said,
"Ari will see that you conme to no harm"

"And what then?" Fawn pl eaded. "Spend the winter in
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Wynde, wondering who's going to have ne if Sun Wl f doesn't come back?"

"It's better than being passed around a bandit troop and ending up with your
throat slit in a ditch."

"You run that risk yourself!" And when Starhawk did not answer, but only

hooked her hands through the buckle of her sword belt, Fawn went on. "I swear
to you, if you won't take me with you to Grinscarp, 1'll follow you on ny
own. "

The girl bent down, the winds billow ng the great plaid cloak about her

sl ender body, and picked up sonething Star-hawk saw was a pack from anmong the
heat her at her feet. She slung it over her shoul der and descended to where the
Hawk stood, catching at the branches now and then for bal ance, hol ding her
dark, heavy skirts out of the branbles. Starhawk held out a hand to her to
hel p her down to the road. The Hawk's grip was like a man's, firmunder the
delicate el bow. Wen they reached the road together. Fawn | ooked up at her, as
if trying to read the expression in that craggy, inscrutable face, those
transparent eyes.

"Starhawk, | love him" she said. "Don't you understand what it is to | ove?"

"I understand," Starhawk said in a carefully colorless voice, "that your |ove
for himwon't gel you to Grinscarp alive. | elected to search for himbecause
| have a little—a very little—experience with wi zards and because | believe
that he can be found and rescued. It could easily have been any of the nmen who
cane. 1 can hold ny own agai nst any of themin battle."

"Is that all it is to you?" Fawn demanded passionately. "Another job?

St ar hawk, Sun Wl f saved ne from<$romthings so unspeakable it nakes me sick
to remenber them | had seen ny father nurdered— Her voice caught in a way
that told Starhawk that the death had been neither quick nor clean. "I'd been
dragged hundreds of mles by a band of leering, dirty, cruel men, 1'd seen ny
mai d raped and nurdered, and | knew that the only reason they didn't do the
same to me was because 1'd fetch a better price as a virgin. But they talked
about it."

Her face seemed to burn white in the filny starlight, her body trenbling with
t he hideous nenories. "I was so terrified at—at being sold to a captain of a

nmercenary troop that! think I would have killed nyself if | hadn't been

wat ched constantly. And then Sun Wbl f bought me and he was so good to ne, so

kind..."
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The hood of her cloak had bl own back, and the stars glinted on the tears that

streaked her cheeks. Gief and conpassion filled Starhawk's heart—for that
distant, frightened child and for the girl before her now. But she said, with

del i berate col dness, "None of that means that you'll be able to find him
safely.”
"I don't want to be safe!" Fawn cried. "I want to find him—or know in ny

heart that he's dead."



St ar hawk gl anced away, annoyed. She had never questioned that she should | ook
for the Chief—-her loyalty to hi mwas such that she woul d have undertaken the
guest no matter what Ari had said. Her own unquestioned prowess as a warrior
had nmerely been one of the arguments. Her native honesty forced her to
recogni ze Fawn's iron resolution as akin to her own, regardl ess of what kind
of nui sance she'd be on the road.

The ol der woman sighed bitterly and relaxed. "I don't suppose,” she said after
a nonent, “"that there is any way | could prevent you fromcomng with ne,
short of tying you up and draggi ng you back to canp. Besides |osing ne tineg,
that would only make the two of us look ridiculous." She stared coldly down
her nose when Fawn giggled at the thought. "You know, don't you, that you

m ght cause the troop's departure to be delayed if Ari takes it into his head
to search the town for you?"

Fawn col ored strangely under the starlight. She bent to pick up her pack again
and start toward where the burro was still tethered, head-down against the
wind. "Ari won't look for me," she said. "For one thing, you know he woul dn't
del ay the march north. And besides.. ." Her voice faltered with shanme. "I took
everyt hing val uable of nmine. Cothes, jewel s—everything that | would take if |
were running off with another man. And that's what he'll think | did."

Unexpectedly, Starhawk gri nned. Fawn m ght not be able to reason her way past
their arguments, but she certainly had found a matter-of-fact neans of
di scouraging pursuit. "Don't tell ne you have all that in that little pack?"

Startled at the sudden |ightening of the Hawk's voice, Fawn | ooked quickly up
to neet her eyes, then reluned her snmile ruefully. "Only the jewels. | thought
we could sell themfor food on the way. The rest of it | bundled up and
dropped over the sea cliffs."
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"Very nice." Starhawk sm | ed approvingly, reflecting that she was evidently
not the only person in the troop to hold possessions lightly. "You have a good

grasp of essentials. W'll make a trooper of you yet."

(00000 5> 000N0000000000000000)

CHAPTFR — 4 —
W
f VvV HE

HEN SUN WOLF WAS A BOY, HE HAD BEEN STRI CKEN BY A

fever. He had concealed it fromhis father as |ong as he coul d, going hunting
with the other nmen of the tribe in the dark, half-firozen marshes where denons
flitted fromtree to tree |like pale slips of phosphorescent light. He had cone
hone and hidden in the cattle |l oft. There his nmother had found him sobbing in
silent delirium and had insisted that they call the shaman of the tribe. It
all came back to himnow, with the menmory of parching thirst and restless
pain: the lowrafters with their red and bl ue dragons al nost hi dden under the
bl ackeni ng of snoke; the querul ous voice of that dapper, busy little charl atan
with the holy bones and dangling | ocks of ancestral hair; and his father

| oomi ng |ike an angry, disapproving shadow besi de the reddi sh, pulsing gl ow of



the hearth. The Wl f renmenbered his father's growing voice. "If he can't
throwit off hinmself, he'd better die, then. Get your stinking snmokes and your
dirty bones out of here; | have goats who could work better magic than you."
He renenbered the shanman's of fended sniff—because, of course, his father was
ri ght.

And he renmenbered the awful agony of thirst.

The dream changed. Cool hands touched his face and raised the rimof a cup to
his lips. The metal was ice-cold, like the water in the cup. As he drank, he

opened swollen eyelids to ook into the face of the anmber-eyed girl. The fear
t hat wi dened her eyes told himhe was awake.

/ tried to kill her, he thought cloudily. But she tried to kill me—er did she?
H s menory was unclear. Mxed with the
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perfune of her body, he could snell the salt flavor of the sea; the creak of
wood and cordage and the shift of the bed where he lay told himhe was aboard
a ship. The girl's eyes were full of fear, but her arm beneath his head was
soft. She raised the cup to his cracked lips again, and he drained it. He
tried to stamrer thanks but could not speak—+tried to ask her why she had
wanted to kill him

Abruptly, Sun WIf slid into sleep again.

The dreanms were worse, a terrifying nightmare of racking, helpless pain. He
had a tangl ed vision of darkness and wi nd and rock, of being trapped and | eft
prey to things he could not see, of dangling over a tossing abyss of change
and loss and terrible loneliness. In the darkness, denpbns seened to ring

hi mdenons that he al one could see, as he had al ways been able to see them

t hough to others—his father, the other nen of the tribe, even the shaman—they
had been only vague voices and a sense of terror. Once he seened to see, small
and cl ear and distant, the school of Wynde, shabby and deserted beneath the
sluicing rain, with only the old warrior who | ooked after the place in the
troop's absence sweeping the blown | eaves fromthe training floor with a broom
of sticks. The smell and feel of the place cried to him so real that he could
al nost touch the worn cedar of the pillars and hear the wailing of the wi nd
around the rocks. Then the vision vanished in a shrieking stormof fire, and
he was |l ost in spinning darkness that cut at himlike swords, pulling him
closer and closer to a vortex of silent pain.

Then that, too, faded, and there was only white enptiness that blended slowy
to exhausted waking. He lay like a hollowed shell cast up on a beach, scoured
by sun and salt until there was nothing left, cold to the bone and so weary
that he ached. He could not find the strength to nove, but only stared at the
ti mbers above his head, listening to the creak and roll of the ship and the
slap of water against the hull, feeling the sunlight that lay in a snall,
heat| ess bar over his face.

They were in full ocean, he judged, and heading fast before the w nd.
He renenbered t he nountains of clouds, standing waiting on the horizon. If the

stornms hit and the ship went to pieces now, he would never have the strength
to swim



So if would be the crabs, after all.

But that cold, calmportion of his mnd, the part that seemed al ways to be
al nost detached from his physical body, found
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neither strength nor anger in that thought. It didn't matter—nothi ng
mattered. The sway of the ship nmoved the chip of sunlight back and forth
across his face, and he found that he | acked the strength even to wonder where
he was—er care

An hour passed. The sunlight traveled slowy down the blanket that covered his
body and lay like a pale, glittering shawl over the foot of the bunk. Like the
blink of light froma sword blade, the chased gold rimof the enpty cup on the
tabl e beside himgleaned faintly in the noving shadows. Footsteps descended a
hat ch sonewhere nearby, then came down the hall.

The door opposite his feet opened, and Sheera Gal ernas stepped in.

Not the President of Kedwyr, after all, he thought, still with that eerie sense
of unconcern

She regarded himinpassively fromthe doorway for a noment, then stepped
aside. Wthout a word, four wonen filed in behind her, dressed as she was, for
traveling in dark, serviceable skirts, quilted bodices, and |ight boots. For a
ti me none of them spoke, but they watched him I|ined behind Sheera |ike

acol ytes behind a priestess at arite.

One of themwas the anmber-eyed girl, he saw, her delicate, curiously secretive
face downcast and afraid and-what! Ashamed! Wy ashaned' ? The rose-tinted
menory of her roomin Kedwyr slid through his mnd, with the warnth of her
scented flesh twined with his. She was clearly a professional, for all her
yout h. .. Wy ashanmed! But he was too tired to wonder, and the thought slipped
away.

The wonman beside her was as pretty, but in a different way—ertainly not

prof essional, at |east not about that. She was as tiny and fragile as a

porcel ain doll, her noonlight-blond hair caught in a | oose knot at the back of
her head, her sea-blue eyes marked at the corners with the faint |ines of
living and grief. He wondered what she was doing in the conpany of a hellcat
like Sheera... in the conpany of any of those others, for that matter

Nei t her of the other two wonen had or would even nmake die pretense of beauty.
They were both tall, the younger of themnearly Sun Wl f's own hei ght-—a

br oad- shoul dered, hard-nuscled girl who rem nded himof the women in his own
troops. She was dressed like a man in | eather breeches and an enbroi dered
shirt, and her shaven skull was brown from exposure to the sun. So was her
face, brown as wood and scarred
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fromweapons, like that of a gladiator. After a noment's thought, Sun Wl f
supposed she must be one.

The | ast woman stood in the shadows, having sought themw th an al npost
unt hi nki ng i nstinct. The shadows did nothing to nmask the fact that she was the



ugli est woman Sun Wl f had ever |aid eyes on—ni ddl e-aged, hook-nosed, her
mout h di storted by the brown smear of a birthmark that ran |ike nud down onto
her jutting chin. Her eyes, beneath a single black bar of brow, were as green
as cold, and as hard as jade, infused with the bitter strength of a woman who
had been reviled frombirth.

They | ooked fromhimto Sheera, and on Sheera their eyes remnai ned.

Though he was alnost too tired to speak, Sun WIf asked after a tinme, "You

ki dnap ny nen, too?" There was no strengdi in his voice; he saw them nove
slightly to listen. There was a gritty note to it, too, like a streak of rust
on netal, that he knew had not been there before. An effect of the poison
maybe.

Sheera's back stiffened slightly with the sarcasm but she replied steadily,
"No. Only you."

He nodded. It was a slight gesture, but all he had strength for. "You going to
pay nme the whole ten thousand?"

"When you' re done, yes."

"Hm " Hi s eyes travel ed over the wonen again, slowy. Part of his mnd was
struggling against this paralyzing hel pl essness, screaming to himthat he had
to find a means to think his way out of this, but the rest of himwas too
tired to care. "You realize it will take ne a little longer to stormthe m nes
si ngl e- handed| y?"

That stung her, and those full red lips tightened. The porcelain doll, as if
quite against her will, grinned.

"It won't be just you," Sheera said, her voice |low and intense. "W're
bringi ng you back to Mandrigyn with us as a teacher—a teacher of the arts of
war. W can raise our own strike force, release the prisoners in the mnes,
and free the city."

Sun Wl f regarded her for a noment from beneath half-lowered lids, reflecting
to hinmself that here was a fanatic if ever he saw one—erazy, dangerous, and
powerful . "And just whomfor starters,” he inquired wearily, "are you planning
on having in your strike force, if all the men of the city are working in the
m nes?"

"Us," she said. "The | adies of Mandrigyn."
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He sighed and closed his eyes. "Don't be stupid."

"What's stupid about it?" she lashed at him "Evidently your precious men
can't be bothered to risk thensel ves, even for ready cash. We aren't going to
sit down and let Altiokis appoint the worst scoundrels in the city as his
governors, to bleed us with taxes and carry off whom he pleases to forced
labor in his mnes and his armes. It's our city! And even in Mandrigyn, where
it's as much as a woman's social life is worth to go abroad in the streets
unvei |l ed and unchaperoned, there are wonen gl adiators |ike Denga Key here. In
ot her places wonen can be nenbers of city guards and of nilitary conpanies.
You have woren in your forces yourself. Fighting wonmen, warriors. | saw one of
themin your tent that night."



Agai nst the sting of her voice, he saw Starhawk and Sheera again, cool and
wary as a couple of cats with the torch snoke bl owi ng about them Warily, he
said, "Thai wasn't a woman, that was ny second-in-conmand, one of the finest
warriors |'ve ever net."

"She was a woman," Sheera repeated. "And she isn't the only woman in your
forces. They said in the city that you' ve trained wonen to fight before this."

"I"ve trained warriors," the Wl f said w thout opening his eyes, the

exhaustion of even the effort to speak weighting himlike a sickness. "If sone
of 'em cone equi pped to suckle babies later on, it's no concern of mne, so
long as they don't get thenselves pregnant while they're training. |I'mnot

going to train up a whole corps of themfrom scratch.”

"You will," Sheera said quietly. "You have no choice."

"Wiman, " he told her, while that lucid and detached portion of his mnd

rem nded himthat arguing with a fanatic was about as profitable as arguing
with a drunk and far nore dangerous, "what | said about Altiokis still goes.
I"mnot going to risk getting involved in any kind of resistance in a town
he's just taken, and | sure as hell won't do it to train a troop of skirts
conmanded by a female maniac |ike yourself. And ten thousand poxy gold pieces,
or twenty thousand, or whatever the hell else you'll offer me isn't about to
change nmy mnd."

"How about your life?" the woman asked, her voice unin-flected, alnopst
disinterested. "lIs that reward enough?"

He sighed, "My life isn't worth a plug copper at this point. If you want to
chuck me overside, there's surely no way | can stop you fromdoing it."

It was a foolish thing to have said, and he knewit, for
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Sheera was not a worman to be pushed and she was clearly supreme on this ship,
as shown by the fact that she'd gotten its captain to put out to sea at this

time of the year at al!. It struck himagain how absolutely al one he was here
and how hel pl ess.

He had expected her to fly into a rage, as she had done in his tent. But she
only folded her arns and tipped her head a little to one side, the gl ossy
curls of her hair catching in the stiff enbroidery of her collar
Conversationally, she said, "There was anzid in the water you drank."

The shock of it cut his breath like a garrote. He opened his eyes, fear like a
cold sickness chilling the marrow of his bones. "I didn't drink anything," he
said, his mouth dry as the taste of dust. He had seen deaths from anzid. The
wor st of them had taken two days, and the victimhad never ceased screan ng

The ugly woman spoke for the first time, her |low voice nmellow as the notes of
a rosewood flute, "You woke up thirsty fromthe arrow poi son, after dreans of
fever,"she said. "Anber Eyes gave you water to drink." The |ong sl ender hand
noved toward the enpty cup beside the bed. "There was anzid in the water."

Horror craw ed like a tarantula along his flesh. Sheera's face was |ike a
stone; Amber Eyes turned away, cheeks blazing with shane, unable to neet his



gaze.

"You're lying," he whispered, know ng that she was not.

"You think so? Yirth has been a mdw fe, a Healer, and an abortionist |ong
enough to know everything there is to know about poisons—t isn't likely she'd
have nade a mistake. If you hesitate to join us out of fear of Altiokis, 1 can
tell you now that nothing the Wzard King might do to you if our plan fails
woul d be as bad as that death. You have nothing further to | ose by obeying us
now. "

Weak as he was, he had begun to shake; he wondered how long it took for the
synmptons of anzid to be felt. How long had it been since he had been given the
poi son? It flashed through his mnd to take Sheera by that round, gol den
throat of hers and strangle the life out of her. But weakness held him
prisoner; in any case, it would not save his life. And besides that, there was
not even sense in cursing her

When he had been silent for a time, the woman Yirth spoke again, her cold,
green eyes | ooking out fromthe concealing shadows, clinical and detached. "I
am not the w zard that ny master was, before Altiokis had her nmurdered," she
sai d. "But
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it still lies within ny powers to arrest the effects of a poison from day
today by neans of spells. Wen we reach Mandrigyn, | shall place a

boundi ng-spel | upon you, that the poison shall not lay hold of you so Iong as
you pass a part of each night within the walls of the city. The true
antidote," she continued, with a hint of malice in that |ow, pure voice,
"shall be given to you with your gold when you depart, after the city is
freed."”

The shaki ng had becone uncontrollable. Fighting to keep panic fromhis voice,
he whi spered, "You are a w zard yourself, then. The woman who controls the
wi nds. "

"OfF course," Sheera said scornfully. "Do you think we'd have dared consider an
assault on Altiokis' Citadel w thout a w zard?"

"I don't think there's anything you' re crazy enough not to dare!"

It was on his lips to curse her and di e—but not that death. He | ay back
against the thin pillows, his eyes closing, and the trenbling that had seized
hi m passed off. He felt as bleached and twi sted as a half-dried rag; even the
fear seemed to trickle out of him In the silence, he could hear the separate
draw and whi sper of each woman's breath and the faint splash and rmurnmur of
wat er agai nst the hull.

The silence seenmed to settle around his heart and brain, white, enpty, and
somehow strangely cal mi ng. He knew he would di e, then, hideously, one way or
the other. Having accepted that, his mnd began to grope funblingly for ways
of playing for tine, of getting hinself out of this, of fighting his way back
tolife. Not, he told himself with weary savagery, that | really think there's
a chance of it. Ad habits die hard.

And by the spirits of ny ancestors freezing down in the cold waters of Hell,
I"'mgoing to die a great deal harder

He drew a tired breath and let it drain fromhis lips. Sonething stirred



within him goaded back to feeble and unwilling life, and he opened his eyes
and studi ed the wonmen before him stripping themwi th his eyes, judging them
as he woul d have judged them had they turned up, en nasse, at the school of
Wynde, wondering if there was muscle as well as curving flesh under Sheera's
ni ght - bl ue gown and whi ch of themwas a good enough shot to hit a man with a
birding arrow at fifty yards

"Dam your eyes." He sighed and | ooked at Sheera again. "So who am | supposed
to be?"

52
Bar bara Hanbl y
She blinked at him startled by the sudden capitul ati on. "What ?"

"Who am | supposed to be?" he repeated. Tiredness slurred his voice; he tried
to garner his waning energy and felt it slip like fine sand through his
fingers. H's voice had grown weaker. As if sonme spell of distance had been

br oken, the women gat hered around him Anber Eyes and the porcelain doll going
so far as to sit on the edge of his bunk. Sheera would not let herself so
unbend; she stood over him her arnms still folded, her curving brows drawn
heavily down over the straight, strong nose.

"If Altiokis has dragged all the men away in chains," he continued quietly,
"you can't just have a strange man turn up in your household. Am 1 your
| ong-1 ost brother? A gigolo you picked up in Kedwyr? A bodyguard?"

The porcel ain doll shook her head. "We'Il have to pass you off as a slave,”
she said, her voice |ow and husky, like a young boy's. "They're the only nen
whose coming into the city at this time of the year can well be accounted for
There won't be any merchants or travelers in winter."

She net the angry glitter in his eyes with cool reasonabl eness. "You knowit's
true.”

"And in spite of the fact that you find it deneaning to be a woman's sl ave, "
Sheera added maliciously, "you haven't really got any say in the matter, now,
have you. Captain?" She glanced at the others. "G lden Shorad is right," she
said. "A slave can pass pretty much unquestioned. | can get the ship's snith
to put a collar on you before we reach port."

"\What about Derroug Dru?" Anmber Eyes asked doubtfully. "Altiokis' new governor
of the town," she explained to Sun Wl f. "He's been known to confiscate
sl aves. "

"What woul d he want with another slave?" Denga Rey the gl adi at or demanded,
hooki ng her square, brown hands into the buckle of her sword belt.

G | den Shorad frowned. "Wat would Sheera want with one, for that matter?" she
asked, half to herself. Close to, Sun Wl f observed that she was ol der than he
had at first thought—Starhawk's age, twenty-seven or so. O der than any of
the others except the witch Yirth, who, unlike them had remained in the
shadows by the door, watching themw th those cool, jade eyes.

"He can't sinply turn up as a slave wi thout any expl anation
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for why you bought him™" the tiny wonman clarified, tucking aside a strand of
her ivory hair with deft little fingers.

"Wul d you need a groon?" Anmber Eyes asked.

"My own groom woul d be suspicious if we got another one suddenly," Sheera

vet oed.

She | ooked so perplexed that Sun Wl f couldn't resist turning the knife. "Not
as easy as just hiring your killing done, is it? You nmarried?"

A flush stained her strong cheekbones. "My husband is dead."

He gave her a stripping glance and grunted. "Just as well. Kids?"

The flush deepened with her anger. "My daughter is six, my son, four."
"Too young to need an arns master, then."

Denga Rey added namliciously, "You don't want anyone in that town to see you
with a sword in your hand anyway, soldier. A d Derroug Dru suspects anybody
who can so nuch as cut his neat at table without slitting his fingers.
Besides, he's got it in for big, buff fellows |ike you."

"Wonderful ," the WIf said without enthusiasm "Leaving aside where this
strike force of yours is going to practice, and where you're going to get
nmoney for weapons..."

"We have noney!" Sheera retorted, harried.

"I'"ll be damed surprised if you'll be able to find weapons for sale in a town
that Altiokis has just added to his domains. How big is your town place? \Wat
did your late lamented do for a living?"

By the bullion stitching on her gloves, the poor bastard coul dn't have been
worth less than jive thousand a year, he deci ded.

"He was a nerchant," she said, her breast heaving with the quickening of her
anger. "Exports—this is one of his ships. And what business is it of yours—=

"It is ny business, if I"'mgoing to be risking what little is left of nmy life
to teach you females to fight," he snapped. "I want to nake damed sure you
don't get gathered in and sent to the mines yourselves before |'mable to take
nmy nmoney and your poxy antidote and get the hell out of that scumry marsh you
call a town. Is your place big enough to have gardens? An orangery, maybe?"
"W have an orangery," Sheera said sullenly. "lIt's across the grounds fromthe
mai n house. It's been shut up for years—

54 Bar bara Hanbl y

boarded up. It was the first thing | thought of when | decided that we had to
bring you to Mandrigyn. W could use it to practice in."

He nodded. There were very few places where orange trees could be left

out doors year-round, yet groves of themwere the fashion in all but the

col dest of cities. Orangeries tended to be |arge, bamike

bui | di ngs—+nefficient for the purpose of wintering fruit trees for the nost
part, but just passable as training floors.



"Gar deners?" he asked.

"There were two of them freednen," she said and added, a little defiantly,
"They marched with Tarrin's arnmy to Iron Pass. Even though they had not been
born in Mandrigyn, they thought enough of their city's freedomto—

"Stupid thing to do," he cut her off and saw her eyes flash with rage. "There
a place to live in this orangery of yours?"

In a voice stifled with anger, she said, "There is."

"Good." Tiredness was coming over himagain, final and irresistible, as if
argunent and thought and struggl e agai nst what he knew would be his fate had
drained himof the little strength he had. The wan sunlight, the faces of the
worren around himand their soft voices, seened to be drifting farther and
farther away, and he fought to hold themin focus. "You—what's your nane?
Denga Rey—+'11 need you tor my second-in-command. You fight during the

wi nter?"

"I'n Mandrigyn?" she scoffed. "If it isn't pouring sideways rain and hail, the
ground's not fit for anything but boat races. The last fights were three weeks
ago. "

"I hope you were trounced to within an inch of your life," he said

di spassi onat el y.

"Not a chance, soldier." She put her hands on her strong hips, a glint of
nockery in those dark eyes. "Wat | wonder is, who's going to | ook after al
those little trees so it looks as if there's really a gardener doing the job?
| f Sheera buys one special, sonebody's going to get suspicious."

Sun Wl f | ooked up at her bleakly. "I am" he said. "lI'ma warrior by trade,
but gardening is ny hobby." His eyes returned to Sheera. "And i damed wel |
better draw pay for it, too."

For the first tine, she smled, the warm bright snmle of the hellcat girl she
hadn't been in years. He could see then why nen had fought for her hand—as
t hey nmust have done, to
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make her so poxy arrogant. "I'Il add it in,
gol d pi eces."

she said, "to your ten thousand

Sun Wbl f sighed and cl osed his eyes, wondering if it would be wise to tell her
what she could do with her ten thousand gold pieces. But when he opened them
again, he found that it was dark, the afternoon |ong over, and the wonen gone.
CHAPTER —5 —

T

J. HE

. HEY SAI LED | NTO MANDRI GYN HARBOR | N THE VANGUARD OF

the storns, as if the boat drewthe rain in its wake.

Thr oughout the forenoon, Sun Wl f had stood in the waist of the ship, watching



the clouds that had followed themlike a black and seething wall through the
gray mazes of the islands draw steadily closer, and wondering whether, if the
ship went to pieces on the rocky headl ands that guarded the harbor itself,
he'd be able to swimclear before he was pul ped by the breakers. For a tine,
he indulged in hopes that it would be so and that, other than hinself, the
ship would go down with all hands and Sheera and her wildcats woul d never be
heard from again. This thought cheered himuntil he remenbered that, if the
sea didn't kill him the anzid woul d.

As they passed through the narrow channel between the turret-guarded horns of
the harbor, he turned his eyes fromthe dark, solitary shape of Yirth,
standi ng, as she had stood on and off for die past three days, on the stern
castle of the ship; he | ooked across the choppy gray waters of the harbor to
where Mandrigyn lay spread |ike a jeweled collar upon its thousand i sl ands.

Mandri gyn was the queen city of the Megantic Sea, the crossroads of trade;
even in the bitter slate colors of the winter day, it glittered like a spilled
j ewel box, turquoise, gold, and crystai. Sun Wl f | ooked upon Mandri gyn and
shi ver ed.

Above the town rose the dark masses of the Tchard Muntains, the huge shape of
Ginmscarp veiled in a livid rack of purplish clouds, as if the Wzard Ki ng
sought to conceal his
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fortress fromprying eyes. Closer to, he could identify the trashy gaggl e of
mar ket s and bawdy theaters as East Shore—the suburb that G| den Shorad had
told himlay outside the city's jurisdiction on the eastern bank of the Rack
Ri ver. The col ors of raw wood and cheap paint stood out like little chips of
bri ght ness against the rolling masses of enpty, furze-brown hills that |ay
beyond; the Thanel ands, where the ancient |andholders still held their
ancestral sway.

A gust of rain struck him cold and stinging through the drab canvas of his
shirt. As he hunched his shoulders against it like a wet aninmal, he felt the
unfam |iar hardness of netal against his flesh, the traditional slave collar
a slip-chain like a steel noose that the ship's aged handynan had affi xed
around hi s neck.

He gl anced back over his shoulder, hatred in his eyes, but Yirth had vani shed
fromthe poop deck. Sailors, at |least half of themwonmen or young boys, were

scranbli ng up and down the rigging, nmaking the vessel ready to be guided into
t he quays.

There was tittle activity in the harbor, nost shipping having ceased a week
ago in anticipation of the storns. O the sailors and stevedores whom Sun Wl f
could see about the docks, nost were ol der nmen, young boys, or wonen. The
city, he thought, had been hard hit indeed. As the rain-Iladen gusts of w nd
drove the ship toward the wharves, he could hear a ragged cheer go up fromthe
vast gaggl e of unveiled and brightly clad wonmen who loitered on the pillared
promenade of the |long seafront terrace thai overl ooked the harbor. Friends of
Denga Rey's, he guessed, noting the couple of nasty-looking femal e gladiators
who swaggered in their midst.

Wl |, why not? Business is probably damed sl ow t hese days.



At sone distance fromthat rowdy nob he picked out other welcom ng committees.
There was a tall girl and a taller woman whose ivory-blond hair, whipped by
the wind from beneath their desperately clutched indigo veils, proclained them
as kin of Glden Shorad's. Wth themwas a |lady as tiny, and as fashionably
dressed, as G lden—fanily, he thought, no error

Fart her back, anong the pillars of the w ndswept pronenade, a couple of
liveried servants held an oiled-silk canopy over the head of a tiny woman in
anethyst nmoire, veiled in trailing clouds of lilac silk and glittering with
gold and dianonds. Wth that kind of ostentation, he thought, she has to be a
friend of Sheera's.
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No one, evidently, had cone to neet Yirth.

A voice at his elbow said quietly, "W nmade it into harbor just in tine."

He turned to see Sheera beside him covered, as befitted a |lady, fromcrown to
sol es, her hands encased in gold-stitched kid, her hair a mass of curls and
jewel s that supported the |ong screens of her piumcolored veils. She held a
fur-lined cloak of waterproof silk tightly around her; Sun Wl f, wearing only
t he shabby, secondhand shirt and breeches of a stave, studied her for a
nmonent, fingering the chain around his neck, then glanced back at the vicious
sea visible beyond the headl ands. Even in the shelter of the harbor, the

wat ers churned and t hrew vast col ums of bone-white spray where they struck
the stone piers; no ship could make it through the channel now. "If you ask
me, we cut that a little too close for confort,"” he grow ed.

Sheera's lips tightened under the bl owi ng gauze. "No one asked you," she
replied thinly. "You have Yirth to thank that we're alive at all. She's been
exi sting on drugs and stamina for the last three days to hold off the storns
untiJ we could nmake port."

"1 have Yirth to thank," Sun Wl f said grimy, "that I"mon this pox-rotted
vessel to begin with."

There was a nonentary silence, Sheera gazing up into his eyes with a dangerous
tautness to her face. By the look of it, she hadn't gotten rmuch nore sleep in
the | ast several days than Yirth had. Sun WIf returned her gaze calnly

al nost nockingly, daring her to fly into one of her rages.

When she spoke, her voice was al nost a whisper. "Just renenber," she said,
"that | could speak to Yirth and let you screamyourself to death."

Equal ly softly, he replied, "Then you'd have to find someone else to train
your | adies, wouldn't you?"

Sheera's next words were forestalled by the arrival of Gl-den, veiled

di aphanously and preceding a whole line of porters bearing enough |uggage for
a year in the wilds. She said quietly to Sheera, "Yirth's in her cabin. She'l
wait until the crowds have thinned off a bit, then slip away unnoticed. The
ship's coming in this way ahead of the stormw |l have attracted enough notice
as it is; we don't want any of Derroug's spies reporting to Altiokis that
Yirth was on board."

Sheera nodded. "All right," she agreed, and G lden nmoved off, slipping back



effortlessly into the role of an indefatigably
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frivolous, mddle-class globe-trotter anid the welter of her |uggage.

They had cone in anong the quays now, the crew making the ship fast to the

| ong stone wharf. The wet air crackled with orders, curses, and shouts.
Farther up the rail, Denga Rey and Anmber Eyes were |eaning over to wave and
call to their cronies on the dock. The fitful, blow ng gusts of rain beaded
the gladiator's shaven scalp and the courtesan's soft, apricot-col ored mane of
unveil ed hair; both Glden and Sheera, as was proper for wonen of their
station and class, ignored themtotally.

The gangpl ank was |l et down. A couple of sailors, a woman and a boy, broughi up
Sheera's trunk. After a single burning, haughty stare from Sheera, Sun Wl f
lifted it to his shoulder and carried it down the cleated ranp at her heels.

The whar/es of Mandrigyn. as the Wl f had seen fromthe deck of the ship, were
connected at their landward end by a col umed pronmenade, undoubtedly a
strolling place in the heal of the sumer for the fashionable of the town. In
the winter, with its elaborate topiary laid naked by the winds and its narble
pillars and statues stained and darkened by flickering rain, il was drafty and
depressing. At a score of intervals along its length, it was broken by
brightly tiled footbridges that crossed the nmouths of Mandrigyn's fanous
canal s; | ooking down through the nearest bridge's hal f-hexagon archway, the
Wl f could see a sort of sheltered | agoon there, where halt" a dozen gondol as
rocked on their noorings. Beyond these rai nbow col ored, mn-nowike boats, the
canal wound away into the watery city between the high walls of the houses,
the waters shivering where they were brushed by squalls of rain. Everything
seened dark with wetness and clamy with noss. Against this background, the
tiny lady who enmerged from beneath her oil ed-silk canopy to greet Sheera
seened i ncongruously gaudy.

"Sheera, | was terrified you wouldn't nmake it into the harbor!" she cried in a
high, rather |ight voice and extended tiny hands, gloved in di amond-speckl ed
confections of white and | avender | ace.

Sheera took her hands in greeting, and they exchanged a formal kiss of wel cone
amd a whirl of wind-torn silk veils. "To tell you the truth, 1 was afraid of
that nyself." she adnmitted, with a snile that was the closest Sun Wl f had
seen her get to warmfriendliness in all their short acquai ntance. Sheera was
evidently fond of this woman—and, by her next remark, very much in her

confi dence.

60

Bar bara Hanbl y

"Did you find one?" the tiny | ady asked, |looking up into Sheera's face with a
curiously intent expression, as if for the nmonent, Sheera and Sheera al one

exi sted for her. "Did you succeed?"

"Well," Sheera said, and her glance flickered to Sun Wl f, standing stoically,
the trunk bal anced on his shoulder, a little way off. "There has been a change

in plans."

The wonman frowned indignantly, as if at an affront. "Wat? How?" The w nd



caught in her lilac-colored veils, blow ng them back to reveal a

del i cate-conpl ected, fine-boned face, set off by beautiful brown eyes under
| ong, perfectly straight |lashes. For all that she was as overdressed as a
saint in a Trinitarian cathedra], she was a well-made little thing. Sun Wl f
judged, both dainty and full-breasted. No girl, but a woman of Sheera's age.

Sheera introduced themquietly. "Drypettis Dm sister to the governor of
Mandri gyn. Captain Sun Wl f, chief of the mercenaries of Wynde."

Drypettisl eyes, originally dark with indignation at being presented to a
slave, wi dened with shock, then flickered quickjy back to Sheera. "You brought
their comrander here?"

Fromthe direction of the ship, the whole gaudy crowd of what |ooked |ike
prostitutes and gl adiators cane boiling past them I aughing and joking anong
t hensel ves. At the sight of Sun Wl f, they let fly a volley of appreciative
whi stl es, groans, and conmentary so outspoken that Drypettis Dru stiffened
wi t h shocked indignation, and bl ood cane stinging up under the thin skin of
her cheeks.

"Real |y, Sheera," she whispered tightly, "if we nmust have people like that in
t he organi zation, can't you speak to them about being a little nore—rore
seemy in public?"

"We're lucky to have themin our organization, Dru," Sheera said soothingly.
"They can go anywhere and know everythi ng—and we will need themall the nore
now. "

The Iinpid brown eyes darted back to Sheera. "You mean you were asked for nore
nmoney than you could offer?"

"No," Sheera said quietly. "I can't explain here. 1've told Glden to spread
the word. There's a neeting tonight at mdnight in the old orangery in ny
gardens. |'Il explain to everyone then."

"But..."

Sheera lifted a finger to her for silence. Fromthe direction of the nearest
| agoon, a couple of elderly servants were ap-
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preachi ng, bowi ng with profuse apol ogies to Sheera for being |late. She nade a
formal curtsy to Drypettis and took her |eave, wal king toward the gondol a
moored at the foot of a flight of nobss-slippery stone stairs w thout glancing
back to see if Sun Wlf were followi ng. After a nonent, he did follow but he
felt Drypettis' eyes on his back all the way.

Whi |l e one servitor was maki ng Sheera confortabl e under a canopy in the wai st
of the gondola, Sun Wbl f handed the trunk down the narrow steps to the other
one. Before descendi ng, he | ooked back al ong the quay, deserted now, with the
masts of the ships tossing restlessly against the scudding rack of the sky. He
saw the woman Yirth, like a shadow, cone wal king slowy down the gangpl ank and
pause at its bottom |eaning upon the bronze bollard there as if she were
close to stunbling with exhaustion. Then, after a noment, she straightened up
pull ed her plain frieze cloak nmore tightly about her, and wal ked away into the
darkening city al one.

From his | oft above the orangery. Sun Wl f could hear the women arriving. He
heard the first one come in silence, her footfalls a faint, tapping echo in



t he wooden spaces of the huge room He heard the soft whisper of talk when the
second one joined her. Fromthe loft's high window, he could see their catlike
shapes slip through the postern gate at the bottom of the garden that gave
onto the Learn Canal and glide silently fromthe stables, where, Sheera had
told him there was an old snugglers' tunnel to the cellar of a building on
the Learn Lagoon. He watched them scuttle through the shadows of the wet,
weedy garden, past the silhouetted | acework of the bathhouse pavilion, and
with unpracticed stealth, into the orangery itself.

He had to admit that Sheera had not erred in her choice of location. The
orangery was the farthest building fromthe house, formng the southern end of
the quadrangle of its outbuildings. A strip of drying yard, the property wall,
and the nmuddy, greenish canal called Mthersditch separated it fromthe
nearest other building, the great laundries of St. Quillan, which closed up at
the third hour of the night. There was little chance they woul d be overheard
if they practiced here.

He lay in the darkness on his narrow cot, listened to the high-pitched, muted
babbl e in the room bel ow, and t hought about wonen.

Wnen. Human bei ngs who are not nen.

Wio had said that to hi monce? Starhawk—tast winter, or
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the winter before, when she was expl ai ni ng sonet hi ng about that highly

i ndi vidual fighting style of hers... It was sonething he had not thought of at
the tine. Nowit came back to him with the nenory of those gray, enigmatic
eyes.

Hurmman bei ngs who are not nen.

Even as a child, he had understood that the denpbns that haunted the enpty
mar shl ands around his village were entities like hinmself, intelligent after
their fashion, but not human. Push them and they did not react |ike men.

He had nmet nen who feared wonmen and he understood that fear. Not a physica
fear—+ndeed, it was this type of nman who was often guilty of the worst
excesses during the sacking of a city. This fear was sonethi ng deeper. And yet
the other side of that coin was the yearning to touch, to possess, the desire
for the soft and alien flesh.

There was no logic to it. But training this troop wasn't going to be like
training a troop of inexperienced boys, or of nen, none of whom wei ghed over a
hundred and thirty pounds.

The day's rain had broken after sundown. A watery gl eam of noonlight painted
the slanted wall above his head. Wth the cold wi nd, voices fromthe garden
bl ew i n—Sheera's, speaking to those wealthier wonen who had cone, as if to a
party, in their gondolas to the front door of her great, marble-faced

t owmnhouse. Wonen's voices, like nmusic in the wet night.

Was it training, he wondered, that made wonen distrustful of one another? The
fact that so nmuch was denied then? Maybe, especially in a city |ike Mandrigyn,
where the women were cl ose-kept and forbidden to do those things that would
free themfromthe tutel age of nmen. He'd seen that before—the hothouse

at nosphere of gossip and petty jeal ousies, of wongs renenbered down through



the years arid unearthed, fresh and stinking, on the occasions of quarrels.
Wul d worren be different if they were brought up differently?

Wul d nmen?
Hs father's bitter, nocking |laughter echoed briefly through his nind
Then he becane aware that soneone was standing by the foot of his bed.

He had not seen her arrive, nor heard the petal-fall of her feet on the

fl oorboards. Only now he saw her face, floating |like a mi sshapen skull above
the dark blob of the birthmark, franed in the silver-shot nmasses of her hair.
He was aware that she had been standing there for sonme tine.
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"What the..." he began, rising, and she held up her hand.

"I have only cone to lay on you the boundi ng-spells to hold the poison in your
veins harm ess, so long as you remain in Mandrigyn," she said. "As | amnot a
true wizard, not cone to the fullness of ny power, | cannot work spells at a
di stance by the mind alone." Like a skeleton hand, her white fingers noved in
the air, and she added, "It is done."

"You did it all right on the ship," he grunbled sullenly.

One end of that black line of eyebrow nmoved. "You think so? It is one of the
earliest things w zards know-how to come and go unnoticed, even by sonmeone who
m ght be | ooking straight at them" She gathered her cl oak about her, a
rustling in the darkness, preparing to go. "They are downstairs now. WII| you
join thenmP"

"Why should IT he asked, settling his shoul ders back against the wall at the
bed's head. "I"'monly the hired help."

The rosewood voi ce was expressionless. "Perhaps to see what you will have to
contend with? O to let themsee it?"

After a noment, he got to his feet, the novenment of his shoul ders easing a
little the unaccustomed pressure of the chain. As he cane closer to her, he
saw how ravaged Yirth's face was by exhaustion. The bl ack srmudges beneat h her
eyes, the harsh lines of strain, did nothing for her |ooks. The |ast days of
the voyage were worn into her face and spirit as coal dust wore itself into a
m ner's hands—to be lightened by tine, maybe, but never to be eradicated.

He paused, |ooking into those cold, green eyes. "Does Sheera know this?" he
asked. "If, as you say, you aren't a true wi zard—if you haven't cone to the
full ness of your power—t's insanity for you to go against a w zard who's been
exercising his powers for a hundred and fifty years—who's outlived every ot her
wi zard in the world and seens to be deathl ess. Does Sheera know you're not
even in his class?"

"She does.” Yirth's voice was cool and bitter in the darkness of the room "It
is because of Altiokis that | have not—and will never—eone to the full ness of
my power as a wizard. My master Chilisirdin gave me the knowl edge and the
training that those who are born with a mage's powers nust have. It is that
training which allows ne to wing the winds to ny conmandi ng, to hold you
prisoned, to see through the illusions and the traps with which Altiokis



guards the mines. But Chilisirdin was nurdered—nurdered before she could give
to me
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the secret of the Geat Trial. And without that, | wili never have the Power."

Sun Wl f's eyes narrowed. "The what?" he asked. In the | anguage of the West,
the word connoted a judicial ordeal as well as tribulation; in the northern
di al ect, the word was sonetines used to nean death as well.

The mi sshapen nostrils flared in scorn. "You are a man who prides hinself on
his ignorance of these things," she remarked. "Like |ove, you can never be
sure when they will cross your life, will or nil. OF what the Geat Trial

consi sted 1 never knewenly that it killed those who were not born with the
powers of a mage. Its secret was handed down from master to pupil through
generations. | have sought for nmany years to find even one of that | ast
generation of w zards, or one of their students, who night know what it
was—who m ght have | earned how one did this thing that melds the power born
into those few children with the long | earning they nust acquire froma naster
wi zard. But Altiokis has nmurdered themall, or driven theminto hiding so deep
that they dare not reveal to any what they are—er what they could have been
That is why | threwin nmy ot with Sheera. Altiokis has robbed us all—-all of
us who woul d have been mages and who are now condemmed to this half-life of
thwarted longings. It is for me to take revenge upon him or to die in the

trying."

"That's your choice,” the WIf said quietly. "What | object to is your hauling
me with you —me and all those stupid wonen downstairs who think they're going
to be trained to be warriors."

The voices rose to them a light distant babbling, |ike the pleasant sounds of
a spring brook in the darkness. Yirth's eyes flashed |ike a cat's. "They al so
have their revenge to take," she replied. "And as for you, you would die for
the sake of the two pennies they will put upon your eyes, to pay the death
gods to ferry you to Hell."

"Yes," he agreed tightly. "But that's nmy choi ce—ef time and manner and whom I
take with nme when | go."

She sniffed. "You have no choice, ny friend. You were made what you are by the
fat her who spawned you—as | was made when | was born with the talent for

Wi zardry in my heart and this mark |ike a piece of throwm offal on ny face.
You had no nore choice in the matter than you had about about the col or of
your eyes."
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She gathered the dark veil about her once again, to cover her ugliness, and in
silence descended the stairs.

After a monment, Sun Wl f followed her
A few candl es had been lighted on the table near the staircase, but their

feeble light penetrated no nore than a dozen feet into the vast wooden vault
of the orangery. Al that could be seen in that huge darkness was the



multiplied reflection in hundreds of watching eyes. Like the wind dying on the
sumer ni ght, the sound of talking hushed as Sun Wl f stepped into the dim
halo of light, a big, feral, golden man, with Yirth like a fell black shadow
at his heels.

He had not expected to see so many wonen. Startled, he cast a swift glance at
Yirth, who returned an enigmatic stare. "Were the hell did they come fron®"
he whi spered.

She brushed the thick, silver-shot mane back over her shoulders. "G lden
Shorad," she replied softly. "She and her partner Wlarne M Tree are the
forenpst hairdressers in Mandrigyn. There isn't a wonman in the city they
cannot speak to at will, from nobl emonmen |ike Sheera and Drypettis Dru down to
common whores. "

Sun Wbl f | ooked out at them agai n—+here nmust have been cl ose to three hundred
worren there, sitting on the worn and dusty pine of the floor or on the edges
of the big earth tubs that contained the orange trees. Smpoth, beardl ess faces
turned toward him he was aware of watching eyes, bright hair, and small feet
tucked up underneath the colors of the long skirts. Wether it was fromtheir
nunbers al one, or whether the hy-pocaust under the floor had been fired, the
huge, barnlike roomwas warm and the snmell of old dirt and citrus was m ngl ed
with the snmells of wonen and of perfume. The rustle of their gowns and of the
lace on the wists of the rich ones was |ike a summer forest.

Then sil ence.
Into that silence, Sheera spoke.

"W got back from Kedwyr today," she said w thout preanble, and her clear
rather deep voice penetrated easily into the fusty brown shadows of the room
"Al'l of you know why we went. You put your noney into the venture and your
hearts—did wi thout things, some of you, to contribute; or put yourselves in
danger; or did things that you' d rather not have done to get the noney. You
know t he val ue of what you gave—+ certainly do."

She stood up, the gold of her brocade gown turned her into
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aglittering flame, the stiff lace of her collar tangling with the fire-jewels
in her hair. Fromwhere he stood behind her, Sun WIf could see the faces of
the wonen, rapt to silence, their eyes drinking in her words.

"Al'l of you know the plan,"she continued, |eaning her runp agai nst the edge of
the tabl e, her gembright hands rel axed anong the folds of her skirts. "To
hire nercenaries, stormthe mnes, free the men, and liberate the city from
Al tiokis and the pack of vultures he's put in charge. | want you to know ri ght
away that | couldn't hire anyone.

"Maybe | shoul dn't have been surprised,” she went on. "Wnter's coning. Nobody
wants to fight a winter war. Every man's first loyalty is to hinself, and
nobody wanted to risk Altiokis' wath, not even for gold. |I understand that."

Her voice rose a little, gaining strength and power. "But for themit's only
money. For us it's our lives. There isn't a woman here who doesn't have a
man—tover, husband, father—who either died at Iron Pass or was ensl aved
there. And that was every decent nman in the city; every man who had the
courage to march in Tarrin's arny in the first place, every man who under st ood
what woul d happen if Altiokis added Man-drigyn to his enpire. W've seen it in



other cities—at Racken Scrag, and at Kilpithie. W' ve seen him put the
corrupt, the greedy, and the unscrupul ous into power—the men who'll toad-eat
to himfor the privilege of naking their own noney out of us. W've seen him
put such a man in charge here."

Their eyes went to Drypettis Dru, who had cone in with Sheera and taken her
seat as close to the table as she could, alnost literally sitting at her

| eader's feet. Throughout the speech, she had been silent, gazing up at Sheera
with the passionate gleam of fanaticismin her brown eyes, her little hands

cl enched desperately in her lap; but as the wonen | ooked at her, she sat up a
bit.

"You have all heard the evil reports of Derroug," Sheera said in a quieter
tone. "I think there are some of you who have—had experience with his—habits."
Her dark eyes flashed sonberly. "You will know that his own sister has turned
agai nst himand has been like nmy right hand in organi zi ng our cause."

"Not turned against him" Drypettis corrected in her rather high, breathless
voice. "My brother's actions have al ways been depl orabl e and repugnant to ne.
He has di sgraced our house, which was the highest in the city. For that |
shal |l never forgive him Nor for his | ewdness toward you, nor—
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"Nor shall any of us forgive him Drypettis,"” Sheera said, cutting short what
threatened to turn into a discursive catal og of the governor's sins. "W have
all seen the evil effects of Altiokis' rule starting here in Mandrigyn. If it
is to be stopped, we nust stop it now

"We nust stop it," she repeated, and her voice pressed heavily on the words.
"We are fighting for nore than just ourselves. W all have children. W al
have fam lies—er had them" A murmur stirred like wi nd through the room
"Since we can't hire men, we have to learn to do what we can ourselves."

She | ooked about her, into that shadowy, eye-gHtering silence. The
candl el i ght caught in the stiff fabric of her gol den gown, making her flash
i ke an uprai sed sword bl ade.

"We've all done it," she said. "Since Iron Pass, you've all stepped in to take
over your husbands' affairs, in one way or another. Enmtwyff, you go out every
day with the fishing fleet. Mst of the fleet is now manned by fishernen's
wives, isn't it? Eo, you' ve taken over the forge ..."

"Had to," said a big, cowike woman, whose whi ps of ivory-fair hair marked her
as a relation of Glden Shorad's. "Wulda starved, else.”

"And you' ve taken G| den's daughter Tisa for your apprentice, too, haven't
you? Sister Qincis, they tell me they've even been appoi nti ng wonen as
provisional priests in the Cathedral, sonething they haven't done in hundreds
of years. Fillibi, you' re running your husband's store—and running it damed
wel |, too.. .And nobody cares whether any of you wears a veil or not, or has a
chaperon. Business is business.

"Well, our business is defending the city and freeing the nen. W' ve al
proved wormen can work as well as nmen. | think they can fight as well as nen,
t 0o.

"I think all of you know," she continued, her voice growing grave, "that if



you put a worman with her back to the wall, fighting, not for herself, but for
her man, her children, and her home, she's braver than a man, tougher than a
man—hel |, she's tougher than a cornered rat. And, l|ladies, that's where we
are."

I f she asked for volunteers, they'd turn out to a woman, the Wl f thought. She
has a king's magic: that magic of trust.

Damed arrogant bitch.

Sheera's voice was low, a pin could have been heard dropping in the breathing
silence of the orangery. "No," she said,
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"I couldn't hire men to do it. But |I hired one man—+to cone here and teach us
to do it ourselves, //we're wilting to fight. There's a difference between
just giving noney, no matter how rmuch nmoney, and picking up a sword yoursel f.
And | tell you, ladies—owis the tinme to see that difference."

They coul d not applaud, for the sound would carry, but the silence was a nagic
crown on those dark curls. Point themthe way, Sun Wl f thought cynically, and
they'd march to the nmines tonight, the silly bitches, and be dead by norning.
Li ke too many rul ers, Sheera had the quality of naking others ready to go out
and fight w thout ever asking thenselves what it would cost them

He gave hinself a little shove with his shoul der agai nst the doorframe and
wal ked to where she stood before themin that aura of candle flame, flanelike
herself in her golden gown. At this novenent, she turned her head, surprised.
Maybe she didn't think |I'd speak, he thought, with a prickle of anger at that
certainty of hers. He turned to the devouring sea of eyes.

"What Sheera says is true," he agreed quietly, the gravelly runble of his

voi ce pitched, as a | eader nust know howto pitch it, to the size of his
troop. "A woman fighting for her children—er occasionally for a man—aill fight
like a cornered rat. But |'ve driven rats into corners and killed themw th
the toe of ny booj, and don't think that can't happen to you."

Sheera swung around, the whole of her body glittering with rage. He caught her
gaze and silenced her, as if he had laid a hand over her nouth. After a
nmonent, his eyes returned to the wonen.

"So all right, | agreed to teach you, to make warriors out of you; and by the
spirits of ny ancestors, I'll doit, if | have to break your necks. But | want
you all to understand what it is you're doing.

"War is serious. War is dead serious. You are all smaller, lighter, and sl ower
on the run than nmen. If you expect to beat nmen in conbat, you had damed wel |
better be twice as good as they are. | can make you twi ce as good. That's ny
job. But in the process, you're going to get cut up, you're going to get hurt,
you're going to get shouted at and cursed, and you'll crawl hone so exhausted
you can hardly stand up, because that's the only way to get good, especially
if you're little enough for some man to Iift and carry away under his arm"

H s eyes picked the dinminutive GIlden Shorad out of the crowd and net a hard,
chal | engi ng, sea-blue stare.
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"So if you don't think you can finish the race, don't waste ny tinme by
starting it. Wenever | get a batch of new recruits, | end up shaking out
about half of them anyway. You don't have to be tough lo start—'I1 make you
tough. But you have to stay with it. And you have to be committed to killing
peopl e and maybe losing a linmb or losing your life. That's war."

H s eyes raked them gleanming |ike a gold beast's in the dimess: the whores,
sweet as all the spices of the East with their curled hair and painted eyes;

t he brown | aborer wonen, prematurely old, |ike bundles of dowdy serge; the

wi ves of merchants, now many of them merchants thensel ves, soft and well cared
for in their lace and jewels.

"You decide if you can do it or not," he said quietly. "I want ny corps here
tomorrow night at this tine. That's all."

He turned and net Sheera's eyes. Under her lowered lids he could see the
specul ation, the curiosity and reevaluation, as if she were wonderi ng what she
had brought to Mandri gyn.

CHAPTER —6 —
HS IS A SWORD, SUN WOLF SAI D. YOU HOLD I T BY TH' S
end. "

He glared at the dozen wonmen who stood in a line before him all of them
wheezing with the exertion of an hour of warm ng-up and tunbling exercises
that had convinced them as well as their instructor, that they'd never be
warriors.

"You." He pointed to Giden Shorad's partner-in-crime, the tiny,
fragile-1ooking Wlarne M Tree. She stepped forward, bright, black eyes raised
trustingly to his, and he tossed the weapon to her hilt-first. She fielded it,
but he saw by the way she caught herself that it was heavier than she'd been
ready for.

He hel d out his hand and snapped his fingers. She threw it back awkwardly. He
plucked it out of the air with no visible effort.

"You're going to be working with weighted weapons,” he told them as he'd told
the two groups he had worked with | ast night and would tell another group
later on tonight. "That's the only way you can build up the strength in your
arns. "

One of the wonen protested, "But 1 thought we—=

He whirled on her. "You ask for perm ssion to speak!" he snapped.

Her face reddened angrily. She was a tall, piquant-faced woman with the
red-gold hair of a highlander, her breasts small under their |eather binding,
her | egs rather knock-kneed in her short linen drawers, the marks of past
pregnanci es printed on
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the nmuscl el ess white flesh of her belly. After a nonent, she said in a stifled



tone, "Perm ssion to speak, sir.
"Perm ssion granted," he grow ed.

Pernmi ssion to speak, he had found, was one of the best ways to break the first
rush of hasty words. Mst recruits didn't know what they were tal king about,
anyway.

It worked in this case. Her first outburst checked, the woman spoke in
sul l enness rather than in outrage. "I thought we were training for a—a
surprise attack. A sneak attack."

"You are,” Sun WIf said calmy. "But if something goes wong, or if you're
trapped, you may have to take on a man with a sword—er several nen, for that
matter. You may have to hold off attackers fromthe rest of the party or

mai ntain a key position while the others go on. You won't just be fighting for
your own life then, you'll be fighting for everybody's."

The wonman stepped back, blushing hotly and greatly disconfited. Wth
instinctive tact, the WIf turned to the other wonmen. "That goes for all of

you," he told themgruffly. "And for anything | teach. | was hired because |I'm
a warrior—+ know what you're going to run up against. Believe me, everything
teach you has a purpose, no matter how pointless it seens. | can't take the

time to explain it to you. Do you understand?"
Cowed, they nodded.

He bell owed at them "Don't just stand mere bobbing your heads up and down!
can't hear your brains rank at this distance! Do you understand?"

"Yes, sir," Giden and Wl anme hastened to reply.

He gl ared at the group of them "What?"

Al of themchorused this time. "Yes, sir.

He nodded brusquely. "Good." He jerked his thunb at the weapons that lay anmd
a pile of sacking in one conmer of the dimy lighted orangery. "There are your
weapons. Along the wall you'll find posts enbedded in the floor." He pointed
to where he had set the posts hinmself earlier that day, where they would be
easily conceal abl e anong the ofd tree rubs and stacks of clay pots. "I want to
see your exerci se—backhand, forehand, and down, just those three strokes.

First just to get the hang of your sword, nmen as hard as you can, as if you
had a man in front of you, out to slice off your heads."

A few of them | ooked squeam sh at the idea; others started eagerly for the
weapons. Sun Wl f roared, "Get back into ranks!"
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They di d—qui ckly. The tall woman | ooked as if she m ght speak, but thought
better of it.

"Nobody breaks ranks until | give the order," he barked at them "If you were
my men, |1'd smarten you up with a switch. As it is, all | can do is throw you
out on your pretty little arses before you endanger the rest of the troop by
failure to obey orders. If I tell you to stand in ranks and then 1 wal k out of
the roomand take a nap, 1'd better find you still in ranks and on your feet



when | get back, even if it's the next norning. You understand?"

"Yes, sir," they sang out.
"Now go!" He cl apped his hands, and the echoes of it were still ringing in the
high rafters as the wonen scattered to obey.

Behind him a wonman's voice renmarked, "You're being nice to them"

He gl anced back and nmet Denga Rey's dark, sardonic eyes. Like him and like
nost of the women, the gladiator was stripped for exercise, and her brown body
was marked with scars of varying age. The feeble lanplight flashed on the bald
arch of her skull.

He grunted. "If you call that 'nice/ you have a different standard of it than
| do, woman."

"After the gladiators' school," the warrior returned equably, "you're a
| over's caress—and | think we've got the sane standard, soldier."

He studied her in silence for a nonment. She was younger than he'd first

t hought, probably not nore than twenty-one or twenty-two, a big, dark nare of
agirl with belly nuscles as ridged and ripply as a crocodile's back. In her

alternation of silence and nockery on the voyage, he had sensed her aninosity
toward hi mand had wondered what he would do if his only possible

second-i n-command hated hi m because she was not first. He knew hinself to be

an intruder to the organizati on, whether against his will or not. Sheera was
still clearly in command, but he had usurped a spot only slightly bel ow hers;
no matter how much they needed him there was bound to be ill will. He had

just been wondering whether it would cone down to a physical confrontation
bet ween hinself and | he gl adi ator when, for reasons of her own, she had
apparently decided to accept hin but occasionally he still caught her
watching himwith a strange gleamin her dark eyes.

"There's no point in taking it out on them because | was
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dragooned into this lunacy," he said at last. Then, nodding toward them he
asked, "Wsat do you think of thenP"
She grinned. "They're rather sweet," she said. "Six nmonths ago, you'd never
have got a sword into their dainty little mtts. But since the men have been
gone, they've been |learning that they can work—not just these wonen, or the
worren in the conspiracy, but all of them They're running the shops, the
farms, and the banking and merchant concerns as well. | think some of them
like our G lden, even enjoy having a blade in their hands."

He admtted grudgingly, "I will say this for themthey did turn out. That
surprised me. Mst people will put up all the noney you want, froma safe
di stance. "

She shrugged her shoul ders, the rnmuscles of them shining |ike brown hardwood.
"They did put up a phenonmenal anount of noney, you know," she remarked. "For
all that little Dry-pettis gets under ny skin, she's a damed good organi zer
when it comes to the tin side of an operation. She was responsible for that

end of it."



"Was she?" His eyes travel ed down the line of sweating wormen, hacking doggedly
at their posts, as he searched out Sheera's pint-size disciple.

"OfF course. She's still the one who holds the purse strings of the operation
When it was just a question of hiring you and your men, she was Sheera's
nunber two person. It's Dru who's kept that dammed brother of hers off our
backs, too," she added, flicking a speck of dust fromthe worn bl ack | eat her
of her breast guard. "She's done one hell of a lot for the organizati on—but
damm, that pinch face of hers sticks in my craw. If Sheera hadn't pointed out
to her that what we were doing was a military operation, | don't think she'd
ever have spoken to ne."

H s eyes narrowed as they returned to that straight, rigid back and the |ong
tail of thick brown hair that dangl ed between those sl ender shoul ders.

Not Denga Rey. It was Drypettis whom he had suppl ant ed.

From what he'd seen of her, she wasn't likely to take kindly to being ousted
from her place as Sheera's advisor and rel egated to nere trooper—the nore so
because she was not that good a trooper. He remenbered her expression on the
wharf when Denga Rey, Anber Eyes, and their rowdy friends had rioted past,
whistling at himlike a crowd of sailors ogling a girl—
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an expression not only of enbarrassed rage but al so al nost of pain at having
to associate with such people at all

Politics makes strange bedfell ows and no error, he thought and wondered again
how t hese di sparate wonmen had ever cone together in the first place.

"And what about you?" he asked Denga Rey as the gl adi ator stood, scarred arns
fol ded, surveying their joint charges. "How d a nice girl like you end up in a
pl ace like this?"

Her eyes mocked him "Me? Ch, I'min this only for the sake of die one
| ove."

He stared at her in surprise. "You have a man up in the mnes?" It was the
| ast thing he woul d have expected of her.

The curved, black eyebrows shot up; then she burst into a whoop of delighted
[ aughter. "A manT she choked, her eyes dancing. "You think 1'd do this for a
man? Ch, soldier, you kill nme." And she swaggered off, chuckling richly to
hersel f.

Sun Wbl f shook his head and turned his attention back to the | aboring wonen.
The hard nmaple of the practice posts was barely chi pped—one of them seened to
have any idea how to hold or use a sword. He rolled his eyes briefly
heavenward, as if seeking advice fromhis ancestors—ot, he reflected, that
any of the lunatic berserkers whose seed had spawned hi m had ever found

t hensel ves in the position of teaching a bunch of soft-bred and lily-handed

| adies the grimarts of war. Then he went patiently down the |line, correcting
grips that would surely have cost the w elders their weapons at the first

blow, if they didn't break their wists in the bargain.

Most of the young men who had cone to himin Wynde, singly or in snall
troops, were not novices. They had handled swords, if only in the nore



gentlemanly arts of dueling or militia training. Their nuscles were hardened
fromthe sports of boys or fromwork. A fair nunber of these wonen—the
weal t hi er ones especi al |l y—had very dearly done neither sports nor work since
chi l dhood. Their bodies, as he viewed themwith a critical eye that brought

bl ushes to the cheeks of those who noticed the direction of his gaze, mght be
trimenough, but their flesh was slack

He shook his head again. And they expected to be able to stormthe m nes! He
only hoped to be far along the road to Wynde when they tried it.

He went back along the line, patiently correcting strokes.

Many of them shied fromhis touch, having been trained to wal k veiled and
downcast in the presence of men. The tal
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worman who had chal | enged hi mwas red-faced and m ssish; G lden Shorad, coldly
busi nesslike; Wlane M Tree, grave and trusting. Drypettis jerked violently
fromhis correcting hand, and for a nonent he saw in her eyes not only a
jealous hatred but terror as well. A virgin, he thought. It figures. And
likely to remain that way, for all her prettiness,

Gently, he held out his hand for the sword and denonstrated the proper way to
use it. Those huge, pansy-brown eyes followed the nmovenents of his hand
devouringly, w thout once straying to either his body or his face. Her cheeks
were scarlet, as if scal ded.

For all that she was a tough little piece, and grittily determned to do well,
she was anot her one, Sun Wbl f thought, whom he'd have to watch

It was only at Sheera's insistence that she had been included in the troop at
all.

The first muster of wonen had yiel ded over a hundred, of whom he had cut

al rost half on the spot. Sonme of them had been disnissed purely for physica
reasons—fatness, or that telltale pallor of internal pain that marked old
childbirth injuries. Many of them he'd cut because of the obvious signs of
drunkenness or drug addiction. Four girls he had rejected sinply because they
were thirteen years old, though they had swom wth tears, that they were
fifteen and their nothers knew where they were. Three wormen he had di sm ssed,
as tactfully as he could, because his instincts and a very short observation
told himthat they were quarrel sone, people who fomented di scord either for
their own anusement or sinply unconsciously, as if they could not help it. The
femal e version of this was |ess physical than that of the male, but the result
was the same. In a secret command, troubl enakers were not to be tol erated.

The wonen who were |left were nostly young, the wi ves of craftsmen and

| aborers, though there was a fair sprinkling of nmerchants' w ves of varying
degrees of wealth. About a dozen were whores, though privately. Sun Wl f did
not expect most of themto stay the course. Enornous experience in the field
had taught himthat nmost wonmen who sold thenselves for a living | acked either
di scipline or the strength to control their |lives—and he suspected this to be
true even of those whom he had not rejected out of hand for drinking or drugs.
One of the women in the final group that rermai ned was a nun, an elderly wonan
who' d been the Convent baker for twenty
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years and had a grip like a blacksmth's. He thought of Star-hawk and snil ed.

Those who were left he had divided into four groups, with instructions to
report on alternate nights, either a few hours after sunset or at m dnight.
Wth luck, this arrangenent woul d keep Sheera's townhouse and grounds from
bei ng obviously the center of activity, for there were three or four ways into
t he conpound, and others were being devised. Yirth had sworn a death curse
upon betrayal fromwthin, and the wonen had sworn fell owship with one another
and loyalty to Sheera.

They were as safe as they could be, given the appalling circunstances, but Sun
Wl f | ooked down the line of those white, sweating, sluglike bodies with no
particul arly sangui ne hopes of success.

The wonen slipped quietly away fromthe bathhouse at the bottom of the grounds
nearly two hours later, gowned once nore as the respectable matrons or nai dens
t hey had been before they took up the study of arns. Fromthe dark door of the
orangery, Sun Wif watched them brief shadows against the dull, reddish gl ow
fromthe pavilion's wi ndows, seeking passages, posterns, plank bridges over
the canals, and the narrow back streets that would |l ead themto gondol as tied
up in secluded courtyard |l agoons. Light rainfall pattered on the bare, gray
stens of the deserted garden. Beyond the walls, the | apping of the canals
formed the murnurous background rmusic to all life in that watery city.

The water clock in the dimroombehind himtold himthat it would shortly be
m dni ght. The wonen of the next group woul d appear soon.

The col d danpness bit into the bare flesh of his shoul ders and | egs, and he
turned back into the silent wooden vaults of the organgery itself.

Sheera was there, wapped in a shawl of flame-col ored wool whose fringes
brushed her bare feet. She was dressed for training in short drawers and
| eat her guards, and her dark eyes were angry.

"Do you have to run them so hard?" she demanded shortly. "Some of themare so
exhausted they can hardly stagger."

"You want to ask 'em whether they'd rather be exhausted now or slaughtered to
the | ast wonman |ater on?"

Her face reddened. "Or are you trying to run themall out,

THE LADI ES OF MANDRI GYN

77
in the hopes that I'lIl give up ny plans to free the men fromthe m nes?"
"Wiren, |'ve learned by this tine it's no use hoping you'll give up any plan

that you' ve cone up with, no matter howwitless it is," he snapped at her
wal ki ng over to the room s single brazier of charcoal to rub his hands over

the nmolten gl ow of the blaze. "If those wonmen can't take it, they'd better get
out of the army. We don't know what kind of resistance you'll nmeet with up in
the m nes. Since you' ve made nme the instructor, |I'mdamed well going to

prepare those wonen for anything."

"There's no need to— she began hotly.



"There is, unless they train nore than a couple of hours every other night!"
He swung back to face her, the reflection of the fire edging himin a line of
gold. "And considering that you couldn't come up with nore than fourteen
swords. . ."

"We're doi ng what we can about that!" she retorted. "And about finding
somewhere el se to practice during the daytinme. But the first thing Derroug Dru
did when he canme to power was collect every weapon in the city—*

"I told you that in the beginning."

"Shut up! And he has spies everywhere within the walls."

"Then nmeet outside the city."

"\Where?" she | ashed out viciously.

Wth silky sweetness he replied, "That's your affair, madam |'monly your
hunbl e sl ave, renmenber? But I'mtelling you that if those wonmen don't get nore
training than they're getting, they' Il never be soldiers.”

"Do you sonetimes wonder if Sheera is crazy?" he asked Amber Eyes, mnuch |ater
as the pale glow of the sinking moon broke through the clouds to filter

t hrough the I oft wi ndow and touch the fallow gold of her hair. It lay like a
river of silk over his armand chest, alnbst white against the brown of his
ski n.

She considered the matter for a nmonent, a grave | ook comng into those usually
dreany, golden eyes. Bedroom eyes, he called them gentle and a little

vul nerabl e, even when she was wielding a sword. At |length she said, "No. At

| east, no crazier than the rest of us."

He shifted his shoul ders against the pillow. "That isn't saying nmuch." ~*

She turned her head, where it lay in the crook of his arm and studied himfor
a nonent, a tiny frown creasing her brow The noonlight glimered on the
t hread-fine chain of gold that
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encircled her throat, its shadow |like a delicate pen stroke where it crossed
the tiny points of her collarbone and vani shed into the softer shadows of her
hai r.

The night of the first nmeeting in the orangery, when he had cone up the
stairs, she had been here, waiting, sitting on the edge of the narrow bed,
clothed only in that heavy gol den mane. Never one to question opportunity, Sun
Wl f had taken her—that night and on the two nights since. He occasionally
wonder ed why she had conme to him since she was obviously afraid of him but
aside fromthe love talk of her trade, she was a silent girl, enigmatic and
evasi ve when he spoke to her

Toni ght was the first time she had treated himlike a partner in the sane
enterprise, rather than a custoner.

The orangery bel ow them was silent now, and the garden still but for the
i ncessant whi sper of the canal beyond the walls. After a final, inconclusive



quarrel with Sheera, Sun Wl f had gone to the bathhouse, dark after the
departure of the wonen, its only light the soft, red pul sati on under the
copper boilers. By this dimglow, he'd stripped, left his clothes on the
baroque, black and gilt marble bench in the antechanber, washed, and then swum
for atime in the lightless waters of the hot pool

It had eased his nmuscles, if not his feelings.

When Anber Eyes had been too long silent, he said, "She's crazy if she thinks
she's going to rescue this Prince Tarrin safe and sound. Ch, | know soneone's
supposed to have seen himalive, but they always say that of a popular ruler."
"Ch, no." She sat up a little, those gold kitten eyes very earnest in the wan
moonlight. "lI've seen him In fact, | deiiv-ered a nessage to himonly a few

weeks ago, the last tinme 1 was up in the mnes making naps."”

Sun Wl f stared at her. "VWhat?"

"Ch, yes," she said. "W've all seen him€obra, Crazy-red ..." She named two
of the other courtesans in the troop. "Plus a lot of the girls you cut—the
pros, | nean. How el se could we | et himknow what's going on here?"

"You mean," Sun WIf said slowy, "you' ve been in conmunication with the nen
all al ong?"

"OfF course." Amber Eyes sat up with a swift, conpact |ightness and shook out
the splendid pal e gold mane around shoulders thSt gl eanmed |ike al abaster in

t he shadows. She seened to forget the lanquid grace of a courtesan and hugged
her arms around her knees. "I expect Sheera didn't want to tell you about
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it," she added frankly, "but that end of the organizati on was set up—eh, |ong
before we went to fetch you."

The di si ngenuous phrase made himsmle. For all her shy appearance, when she
wasn't hidi ng behind what Sun Wbl f thought of as her professional manner

Amber Eyes coul d be disarm ngly outspoken. He'd seen it in her dealings with
other wormen in the troop. It was as if she showed to men—+to her custoners—enly
what they thought they wanted to see.

"Did Sheera set that up?" he wanted to know.

She shook her head. "This was before Sheera and Dmgot into it. It came about
al nrost by chance, really. Well, you know that the city was very hard hit, with
the nmen gone. We—the pros—didn't feel it emptionally so sharply, except for

t hose who had regul ar | overs who had marched with Tarrin. But | renmenber one
afternoon 1 went to Glden's hairdressing parlor—all of us who can afford the
prices go to Glden and WI arne—and she said that her own husband had been
killed, but that Wlarne didn't know whether Beddi ck—her husband—was alive or
dead. G lden said that nany others were in the same situation. WIarne was
hal f distracted by grief—not that Beddi ck was anyone to conpose songs about,
mnd you—and | said |I'd see what 1 could learn. So | went riding in the
foothills near one of the southern entrances to the nmines that |ooks out onto
Iron Pass and | let my horse get away fromne and pretended to sprain ny
foot—+the usual." She smiled with renenbered anmusenent. "The superintendent of
that end of the mines was very gallant.



"After that it was easy. The next tine | went up, | brought friends. The
superintendents of the various sections of the nines and the sergeants of the
guards don't get into town often. It's forbidden to themto have wonmen up to

t he barracks, but who's going to report it? Glden and | were able to set up a
regul ar information service that way, getting news of who was dead and who was
al i ve—Beddi ck the Bland for one, and, eventually, Tarrin."

Her face clouded in the veiled nmoonlight. "That was how Sheera cane into it in
the first place. She'd heard that there was a way of getting news. She got
word to ne through Glden. By that time we had girls going up al nost every day
and we were starting to pass messages in code. Tarrin, it turned out, was
starting to organize the nminers already, passing nessages fromgang to gang as
they were taken here and there to different work sites in the mnes. The nen
are taken fromone place to
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anot her in darkness, so they haven't any clear idea of where they are in the
tunnels; if a man wanders away from his gang, he can wander in the deeper
tunnels until he dies. The tunnels arc gated, too, and | ocked off from one
another. But they were starting to work up maps by the tinme we got in touch
with them On our end, we'd already begun to make maps of the m ne entrances,
t he guardroons, and where the main barracks are that guard the tunnels from
the mines up into the Citadel of Ginscarp itself."

Sun Wl f frowned. "There are ways fromthe Citadel down into the m nes?"

"That's what the miners say. It's because the Citadel's so inaccessible from
the outside—t's very defensible, of course, but because of the way it's

pl aced, on the very edge of the cliff, the road from Racken Scrag—the Wzard
King's adm nistrative town at the other end of Iron Pass—has to tunnel through
a shoul der of the nountain itself even to get to the gates. Since it was so
expensive to bring food up the Scarp, they connected that tunnel directly with
the m nes; now they haul the food straight up from Racken through the nountain
itself. The ways into the Ctadel fromthe nines are said to be heavily
guarded by magic and illusion."

"But if you wormen stormthe mnes," the WIf said grimy, "Aitiokis can send

his troops right down on top of you directly fromthe Ctadel. Isn't that
ri ght?"
"Well.. ."Anber Eyes said unhappily. "If we strike quickly enough..."

"Wonderful ." He sighed and sl unped back against the pillows. "Mre battles
have been | ost because sone fool of a general was basing his plans on 'if this
or that.""

"We do have Yirth, though," the girl said defensively. "She can protect us
agai nst the worst of Aitiokis' magic and spot his illusions."

"Yirth." He sniffed, his fingers involuntarily touching the metal |inks of his
chain. "Thai's how she got into this, isn't it?"

"Well, yes." Amber Eyes | ooked down at her hands, restlessly pleating a corner
of the sheet between her fingers. Qutside, a wind-tossed branch scratched I|ike
a ghoul's fingers at the roof. The lantern on a passing gondola reflected in a
wat ery snear of dark gold against the wi ndow s rippled gl ass.



"It was Sheera who brought Yirth into it," she said at length. "W ali knew
Yirth, of course— don't think there's a wonman
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in the city who hasn't gone to her for contraceptives, abortions, |ove
philters, or just because she's the only doctor in the city who's a woman.
Sheera was one of the very few who knew she was a w zard. She never had
anything to do with the organi zati on when all we did was pass information back
and forth.

"But when Sheera cane into it—-she changed it. Before, it had all been so

hopel ess. What was the point in comrunicating with the men in the mnes, even
if they were nen you loved, if there was no hope of their ever getting out? If
somet hi ng went wrong here—f your property was confiscated, or your friends
arrested—you couldn't tell themof it, really, because it would only add to
their msery. But Sheera was the one who said that where information could be
exchanged, plans could be forned. She gave us hope.

"And then Dru figured out a way that we could get noney fromthe treasury, and
they started raising funds to hire nercenaries. And ..." She spread her hands,
her fine fingers alnost translucent in the ivory nmoonlight. "Qur organi zation

became a part of theirs—and Tarrin's. Tarrin and the nen are still getting us

i nformation on the mnes, sending it through the skags..."

"The what?" The word was familiar to himfrommercenary slang; he knewit to
nmean t he cheapest sort of wonmen who'd sell thenselves to hide tanners and
gar bagenen for the price of a cup of inferior w ne.

"The skags." She wi dened those soft, mead-colored orbs at him "You know+the
ugly wonen or the fat ones or the old, flabby ones. The guards think it's
hilarious to throwthemto a gang of mners. Sone of the slaves down there
have been in the mnes so long they' re al nost beasts thenselves." The delicate
lips tightened into nmonmentary hardness, and an anger that he had never seen
before flashed in those kitten eyes. "They'll drag one of these wonen down and
toss her into a slave barracks, say, 'Have at her, boys,1 and then |eave."

She was silent for a nmonent, |ooking out into the distance, drawi ng the edge
of the sheet over and over through her fingers. Qutwardly her face was calm
but her rage against the nmen who had the power to do this—and perhaps agai nst
all nmen—was |ike a heat that he could feel through her silken skin where it
touched his shoul der. And who was he to argue? he wondered bitterly. The
menory of things that he hinself, or men he had
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known, had considered funny while half drunk and sacking a city silenced him
bef ore her anger.

Then she shrugged and put the anger aside. "But it's the skags who comuni cate
fromgang to gang of the nen. Mstly Tarrin's orders keep them from bei ng
abused. The superintendents keep m xing the newconers, the nmen of Mandrigyn,
in with older mners—there are thousands of them down there—to prevent the
men fromplotting anong t hensel ves. But they only spread the plot. And the
rest of us—the ones nost of these men wouldn't let their wives talk to before
t he war—have gotten maps of the m nes and wax inpressions of the keys to the
gat es—you know G lden's sister Eo is a smth? She copies the keys—and details
of where the arnories are.”



He settled his back against the wall and regarded her al nost wonderingly in

t he shadows. Qutside, the noonlight was dimming, and the smell of rain blewin
t hrough the window |li ke a cold perfune. Limed by the faint light, the girl's
face | ooked young, alnost childlike; he remenbered her by candlelight in the
rose-scented roomin Kedwyr, |aughing that soft, throaty, professional |augh
as she drew himinto the conspiracy's trap. He realized that it was a
conpliment to himthat she showed hi mher other face—frank, open, without
artifice, the face she showed her wonen friends. Undoubtedly, it was the face
she showed her | over. He found hinself wondering if she had a | over, as
opposed to a "regular"; or if he, like Glden's nanel ess husband, |ike Beddick
M Tree, like so many others, had followed Tarrin of the House of Her on that

| ast canpaign up to the Iron Pass.

The warm wei ght of her settled against his shoulder, a gesture of intimcy
that was | ess sexual than friendly, like a cat deciding to settle on his knee.
"We've been talking too nmuch," she said, and her professional voice was back
soft and teasing.

"One nore question,"” he said. "Why are you here?"
She smil ed.
He intercepted her reaching hand. "You're afraid of me, aren't you?"

He felt her body shift in the circle of his arny when she answered, her voice
was that of a girl of nineteen, scarred by what she was, but frank and w t hout
artifice. "I was," she said. Monlight tipped her l|ashes in silver as she

| ooked up at him "But | didn't think it was fair for you not to know how
things stood with the organi zation. Dru and Sheera said that the | ess you
knew, the |less you could tell anyone. But as for your
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question..." Her lips brushed his in the darkness. "1 have my secrets, too.
He drew her 1o him As he noved, the links of the chain around his neck
jangled faintly in the silence of the dark loft.

CHAPTER —7 —

T

J. HE

. HE PROBLEMS OF WEAPONS AND OF A SECONDARY PLACE TO

practice by daylight, away from Derroug Dru's spies, were solved, not by
Sheera's ingenuity, but by fate, guided presumably by Sun Wl f's deceased and
uproariously anmused ancestors.

The Thanel ands that lay to the east of Mandrigyn had | ong been under the
governorship of Altiokis; indeed, the haughty and ol d-fashi oned Thanes of the
clans that held them had been the first to swear allegiance to the Wzard
King. But Altiokis' realmhad spread to the richer cities of the coastl ands
and had drawn upon the sl ave-worked veins of gold and silver in the nountains
for its wealth. The Thanel ands were left, as they had al ways been, as a

usel ess and sparsely popul ated backwat er. The roads wi nding into those gray



hills fromthe junble of taverns and dives of East Shore |ed nowhere. After
the sheep dial grazed on the scraggty grass and heat her had been fol ded hi for
the winter, the Thanelands lay utterly enpty.

So it was an easy matter for the women to slip across the Rack River in the
predawn darkness of a rainy norning and be away fromall sight of the city by
sunup, to run in the wlderness of whin and peat bogs unobserved.

Freezing wi nd bl ew anot her squall of rain over Sun Wl f's bare back. In the

| ow ground between the drenched, gray hills, the water lay |ike hamered
silver, just above the freezing point; on the high ground, the rocks made the
easi est going, for the wet, bare, w nter-tough branbles could scratch even the
nost |iberally nud-arnmored flesh
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Ahead of him the main pack of the running wonen bobbed through the colorl ess
[ight of the wan afternoon. They were clearly flagging.

Those who hadn't braided their hair up wore it in slick, sodden cl oaks down
over their backs. Just ahead of him a slender wonman raised her arns to gather
up a soaked blond coil that reached al nost down to her shapely backside, her
pace sl ackening as she did so. Sun Wbl f, overtaking her in the slashing rain,
bel | owed, "You going to ness with your poxy hair in battle, sweetheart?"

She turned a startled, flowerlike face upon him now haggard with fatigue;
others, as guilty as she, |ooked also. He raised his voice into a cutting
roar, meant to be heard over the din of battle. "Next person who touches her
hair, 1'mgoing to cut it off!"

They ail buckled to and ran harder, arns sw ngi ng, knees punpi ng,

| eat her - bound breasts bouncing, drawers sticking wetly to their bodies in the
rain. They had all cone to the conclusion, in the course of the last week,
that there was not a great deal that Sun Wbl f woul d not do.

And that, he thought grimy as he increased his own pace and forged easily
ahead through the pack, was as it shoul d be.

Very few of the wonmen ran well. Tisa did—& |den Shorad' s | eggy
fifteen-year-ol d daughter. So did whatever her nane was—a rangy, honely mare
of a fisherman's wife—-Entwff Fish. So did Denga Rey. The rest of them had
been soft-raised, and even the hardi est had neither the wind nor the endurance
for sustained fighting.

A few of them Sun WIf was amused to note, still suffered agoni es of
sel f-consci ousness about bei ng near naked in the presence of a nan.

He passed Sheera, |aboring exhaustedly in the rear third of the field. Her
bl ack hair was plastered to her cheeks where it -had come out of its braids;
she was muddy, wet, gasping, and still enough to stir a man's blood in his
vei ns. He hoped viciously that she was enjoying training as a warrior

On the whole. Sun WIf was surprised at how nmany had | asted that first week.

A week's hard training had cut their nunbers down to fifty, and it spoke well
for their determ nation that any had remained at all. Al of them+uaidens,



mat rons, and those who were neither—had been subjected to the nost taxingly
ri gorous physical training that Sun Wil f could devise; tunmbling to train
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the refl exes and identify the cowards; weights and throwing to strengthen the
arnms; hand-to-hand fighting, westling, or dueling with blunted weapons;
running on the hills. These were prelimnaries to the nore vicious arts of

i nfighting and sneaky death to cone.

Wmen who the Wbl f woul d have sworn woul d make chamnpions with the best had
dropped out; half-pints |like Wlarne Miree and nal adroits |ike Drypettis Dru
were still with them He could see those two fromwhere he ran, |aboring al ong
a dozen yards behind the rest of the pack

Sun Wl f was rapidly conming to the conclusion that he did not and never woul d
under st and wonen.

St ar havk. .

He had al ways t hought of Starhawk as different from other wonen, even fromthe
ot her warrior wonmen of his own troop. It was only now, when he was surrounded
by wonen, that elenents of her personality fell into place for him and he saw
her as both less and nore enigmatic, a worman who had rejected the subjugation
t hese worren had been trained in—-had rejected it |long before her path had
crossed his own.

Briefly the menory of their first meeting flitted through his m nd; how cold
the spring sunlight had been in the garden of the Convent of St. Cherybi, and
how strong the snell of the newturned earth. He saw her again as the tai

girl she had been, ascetic, distant, and cold as marble in the dark robes of a
nun. He'd forgotten why he'd even been at the Convent—probably extorting
provi sions fromthe Mther there—but he renenbered that nonent when their eyes
nmet and he knew that this woman was a warrior in her heart.

He had never believed that he would m ss her as nuch as he did. Anber Eyes was
sweet - natured and suprenely beddabl e, exactly the kind of girl he |iked—er had
i ked, anyway—but it was Starhawk for whom he reached, as a man in danger
woul d reach for his sword. He had never quite gotten over not having her there
at his side.

H's front runners were cresting the final hill above the copse of woods where
they had gathered that norning. They'd covered about two and a half nil es—not
bad for a first run, for wonen untrained to it, he thought as he slacked his
pace and let hinself fall back through the pack once nore. He yelled a curse
at Giden, who was flagging, her face the bright fuschia hue that extrenely
fair women turned in exhaustion; she staggered into a futile but gratifying
attenpt at a burst of speed.
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He cursed them as he woul d have cursed his nen, calling them cowards, babies,
sluts. As he fell back farther in the group, to run beside the grinly
stunbling Sister Quincis, he yelled, "I've seen Trinitarian heretics run

faster than that!"

They broke over the crest of the hill in a spilling wave. Bel ow them the |and
| ay barren and grayi sh brown under the sluicing rain, the |ong snake of silver



water in the bottomof the vale reflecting the colorless sky. The brush around
it was black, dead with winter. Sun Wl f slowed his pace still further to
round in the last of the stragglers. Denga Key, her hard brown rnuscles shining
wi th noisture, had already reached the mere bel ow.

He yelled after them "Run, you | azy bitches!" and collected a | ook from
Drypettis that could have been bottled and sold to renmove the veneer from
furniture. He was al nbst standing still as Wlarne M Tree staggered past. He
hurried her on her way with a swat on her little round runp.

By the time he reached the growing group around the water, two or three of
t hem had recovered enough breath to begin throw ng up

"You do that in the woods under the | eaves where it's not going to be seen by
an eneny scout!" he roared at the green-faced and retching Eo. "You want
Altiokis' spies to follow the stink of you to your hideout? I nean it!" he
added as she started to double over again and, seizing her by the back of the
neck, he shoved her toward the trees. Ot hers hagi begun to stumble in that
direction already.

To Sheera, for whomit was too |late, he ordered, "Cl ean that up."

Wthout a word, for she was far past speech, she gathered up | eaves to obey
hi m

"And the rest of you start wal king," he ordered curtly. "You'll get chilled if
you stand around, and |I'mnot going to have the |lot of you sniveling and
fainting on ne at practice tonight."

"Very nice!" A voice, deep and harsh as a crow s, laughed fromthe sheltering
dar kness of the nearby woods. "I had been told that any excuse for a
red- bl ooded mal e in Mandrigyn had been sent to the mnes. | ampleased to see
that the reports were exaggerated.”

Sun Wl f swung around. \Wite-faced, Sheera got to her feet. A tall bay horse
stepped fromthe tangl ed branbles of the thickets. The wonan on its back sat
si desaddl e, her body straight
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as a spear. In the shadows of a green oilskin hood, hazel-gray eyes fl ashed
nmocki ngly. The cl oak covered nost of her, except for the hem of her gown and
her gl oves, and these were of such barbaric richness as to leave little doubt
about her station. The bay's bridl e had cheekpi eces of brass, worked into the
shape of flowers

"Marigolds," Sheera said quietly. "The enbl em of the Thanes of Wi nshardin."
The old woman turned her head with a slow, ironic smle. "Yes," she purred.
"Yes, 1 am Lady Winshardin. The Thane's nother, not his wife. And you are,

unl ess | am rmuch m staken, the | egendary Sheera Gal emas, in whose honor ny son
once wote such puerile verse."

Sheera's chin came up. The thick curls of her black hair plastered wetly to
her cheeks, and the rain gl eaned on her bare arns and shoul ders, which had

al ready turned bright red with cold and gooseflesh. "If your son is the
present Thane of Winshardin who courted nme when | was fifteen," she replied
coolly, "I ampleased to see that your taste in poetry so closely parallels ny

own.



There was a nonentary silence. Then that nocking smle w dened, and Lady

Winshardin said, "Well. At the time, | presuned that, |ike nobst town-bred
hussi es, you had turned down the chance of weddi ng decent blood out of
consi derati ons of noney and the boredom of country life. | ampleased to see

that you acted rather from good sense.'1l The sharp, faded old eyes casually
raked the scene before her, taking in the exhausted, bedraggl ed woman and the
big man with the chain about his neck who had not the eyes of a slave.

"I don't suppose | have ever seen a man chase this many wonen since ny husband
died," she remarked in her harsh, drawing voice. "And even he never did so
fifty at atime. Is running about the hills naked in the wintertine a new fad
inthe town, or could it be that there is a purpose behind this?"

"Not anything anyone's likely to hear of."

Lady Winshardin turned her head slowy at the sound of Denga Key's voice, as
if she had just noticed the big gladiator. The winkled eyelids drooped. "Do I
detect a threal in that rather cryptic utterance?" she inquired

di sinterestedly.

The horse flung up its head with a squeal of fear. Fromthe wet underbrush of
t he woods, a ring of wonmen materialized behind and around Lady Wi nshardin,
some of thema little pale, but all as grimfaced as bandits.
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One eyebrow sl oWy ascended that corrugated forehead. "Goodness," she nurnmured
to herself. Then, with a quick tweak of the reins, she wheeled the horse and
spurred through the |Iine, heading for open country.

"Stop her!" Sheera barked.

Hands grabbed at the bridle, the horse rearing and | ashing out at the wonen
who crowded so close around it. Denga Rey caught the bit, dragging its head
down while the animal twisted violently to get free. "Enough!" Lady
Winshardin said sharply, keeping her seat on that pirouetting saddle with the
apl onb of a grandnother riding her rocking chair. "You' ve proved your courage;
there's no need to be redundant about it to the point of damaging his mouth.”

The dark woman rel eased her pressure on the bit, but did not step back. Tisa
clung grimy to the rein on the other side, her hair in her eyes, |ooking
absurdly young. The haughty nobl ewoman gazed about at the wormen henm ng her
in, and the nocking, amused smle returned to her winkled face.

Abruptly she extended her hand to Tisa. "You may hel p ne down, child."

Startled, the girl held out her clasped hands to make a step. Wth a single
lithe nmovenent. Lady Winshardin stepped to the ground and crossed the wet
grass to where Sheera stood. She had the haughty and self-centered carriage of
a queen.

"Your troops are well trained," she remarked.

Sheera shook her head. "Only well disciplined." Al one of the wonen, she did
not appear to be awed by that el egant matriarch. Even Drypettis, whose
fam | y—as she hastened to reni nd anyone who was interested—was anong the

hi ghest in the city, was cowed. After a nonent, Sheera added, "In tinme, they
will be well trained."



The eyes flickered to Sun Wl f specul atively, then back to Sheera again. "You

were wi se not to wed ny son,"” the lady said, putting back the oil skin hood to

reveal a tight-coiled braid of white hair pinned cl ose about her head. "He has
no nmore courage than a cur dog that suffers itself to be put out into the rain
and fed only the guts of its kills. He is like his father, who also feared

Al tiokis. Have you net Altiokis?"

Sheera | ooked startled at the question, as if neeting the Wzard King were
tantanmount to neeting one's renoter ancestors, Sun Wl f thought—er neeting the
Mot her or the Triple God in person

The lady's thin lip curled. "He is vulgar." she pronounced.
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"How such a creature could have lived these many years..." Under their creased
lids, her eyes flickered, studying Sheera, and her square-cut lips settled
into their fanning winkles with a | ook of determ nation. Sun Wl f was
unconfortably renmi nded of an old aunt of his who had kept all of his famly
and nost of the tribe in terror for years.

"Come with me to the top of the hill, child," she said at last. The two wonen
nmoved of f through the wet, w nter-faded grass; then Lady Wi nshardi n paused
and gl anced back, as if as an afterthought, at the WlIlf. "You conme, too."

He hesitated, then obeyed her—as everyone el se nust al so obey her—foll ow ng
them up the steep slope where granite outcrops thrust through the shall ow
soil, as if the body of the earth were inpatient with that thin and
unproductive garnent. Greenish-brown hills circled them under the bl ow ng dun
rags of the hoary sky.

"My great-grandfather swore allegiance to the Thane of Ginscarp a hundred and
fifty years ago," Lady Winshardin said after they had clinbed in silence for
a few moments, with the tor still rising above their heads, vast as an ocean
swel . "Few renenber himor the enpire that he set out to build, he and his
son. I n those days, many rulers had court w zards. The greater kings, the
lords of the Mddle Kingdons in the southwest, could afford the best. But

t hose who served the Thanes were either the young, unfledged ones, out to make
their reputations, or the ones who hadn't the ability to be or do anything
nore. They were all of a piece, pretty much—nay great-grandfather had one, the
Thanes of Schl aeg had one...and the Thanes of Giinscarp, the nost powerful of
the Tchard Mountain Thanes, had one.

"H s nane was AJti oki s.

"This much | had fromny grandfather, who was a boy when the Thane of
Grinmscarp started setting up an alliance of all the Thanes of all the great
old clans, the ancient warrior clans here, in the Tchard Muntains, and down
al ong the Bi ght Coast, where they hadn't been pushed out by a bunch of

j unped-up tradesnmen and weavers who lived behind city wails and never put
their noses out of doors to tell which way the wind was bl owi ng. This was in
t he days before the nuuwa began to multiply until they roamed the nountains
and these hills like foul wolves, the days before those hunman-dog-things,

t hose abomi nations they call ugies, had ever been heard of. The old Thane of
Gimwanted to get up a coalition of the Thanes and
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the nerchant cities and he was succeeding quite nicely, they say.

"But sonething happened to him G andfather couldn't renenber clearly whether
it was sudden or gradual; he said the old Thane's grip seened to slip. A week,
two weeks, then he was dead. H s son, a boy of eighteen, ruled the new
coalition, with Altiokis at his side.- None of us was ever quite sure when the
boy dropped out of sight."

The steepness of the hill had slowed their steps, the old wonan and the young
one leaning into the slope. d ancing back, the Wl f could see the other wonen
novi ng about down bel ow, their flesh bright against the snoky colors of the
ground. Tisa and her aunt, Glden's sister, the big, bovine Eo, were hol ding
the horse stil! and stroking its soft nose; Drypettis, as usual, was sitting
apart fromthe others, talking to herself; her eyes were jealously follow ng
Sheer a.

The freshening wind cracked in Lady Winshardin's cloak |like an unfurling
sail. The wy old voice went on. "Altiokis' first conquest was Kil pithie—-a
fair-sized city on the other side of the nountains; they wove quite good

wool en cloth there. He used its inhabitants as slaves to build his new G tade
at the top of the Giim Scarp, where he'd raised that stone hut of his in a
single night. They said that he used to go up there to nmeditate. Fromthere he
rai sed his arm es and founded his enpire.”

"Wth the arm es of the clans?" Sheera asked quietly.

They had paused for breath, but the clinb had warned her again, and she stood
wi t hout shivering, the wind that conbed the hillcrests tangling her black hair
across her face.

"At first," the lady said grimy. "Once he began to mne gold fromthe Scarp
and fromthe mountains all about it, he could afford to hire nmercenaries. They
al ways said there was another evil that marched in his arm es, too—but naybe
it was only the sort of nen he hired. He pollutes all he touches. Strange
beasts multiply in his realm You know ugi es? Ape-thi ngs—the Tchard Munt ai ns
are stiff with them though they were never seen before. Nuuwa—

"Altiokis surely didn't invent nuuwa,"” Sun Wl f put in. He shook his wet hair
back, freeing it of the chain around his neck; he was aware of the old lady's
sharp eyes gauging him judging the rel ationship between the chain and Sheera
agai nst the sure-ness and conmand in his voice. He went on. "You get nuuwa
turning up in records of one place or another for as far back
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as the records go. They're nentioned in sone of the ol dest songs of ny tribe,
ten, twelve, fifteen generations ago. Every now and again, you'll just get
them blundering around the wilderness, killing and eating anything they see."

The fine-chiseled nostrils flared a little, as if Lady Win-shardin were
unwi I ling to concede any evil for which Altiokis were not reponsible. "They
say that nuuwa march in his armes.”

"I"ve heard that," the WIf said. "But if you know anythi ng about nuuwa, you'd
know it's inpossible. For one thing, there just aren't that many of them
They—they sinply appear, but their appearances are few and far between."



"Not so few these days," she said stubbornly. She pulled her oilskin cloak
nore tightly about her narrow shoul ders and continued up the hill,

"And anyway," the Wl f argued as he and Sheera fell into step with her once
nore, "they're too stupid to nmarch anywhere. Hell, all they are is wal king
nmout hs..."

"But it cannot be denied," the |ady continued, "that Altiokis spreads evil to
what he touches. The Thanes served hi monce out of regard for their vows to
the Thane of Gim Now they do so fromfear of himand his armnmies."

They stopped at the crest of the hill, while the wi nds storned over and around
themlike the sea between narrow rocks. Bel ow them on the other side, the
Thanel ands rolled on, silent and haunting in their w nter drabness, possessed
of a weird spare beauty of their own. The dead heat her and grass.of the hills
of slate-gray granite gleaned silver with wetness. Twisted trees clung to the
skyline like bent crones and shook flailing fists at the heavens.

Far off, in a cuplike depression between three hills, a single, half-ruined
tower pointed |like a broken bone end toward the w ndy void above.

"What you're doing is foolish, you know," the |ady said.

Sheera's nostrils flared, but she said nothing. Quite a tribute, the Wl f
t hought, to the old broad's strength of character, if she can keep Sheera
qui et .

"l suppose there's sonme schene afoot in the city to free Tarrin and the
menf ol k and retake Mandrigyn. As if, having beaten them once, Altiokis could
not do so again."

"He beat them because they were divided by factions," Sheera said quietly. "I
know. My husband was the first man in Derroug Dru's party and had nore to do
than nost with Altiokis' victory. Many of the nen who supported Altiokisl
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cause—the poorer ones, whose favor he did not need to buy—were sent to the
mnes as well. And nmy girls, the whores who go up to the mnes, tell ne that
there is another arny of miners, fromall corners of Altiokis' realm who
woul d fight for the man who freed them™

"Your sweetheart Tarrin."

Col or blazed into Sheera's face, her red |lips opening to retort.

"Ch, yes, ny girl, we've heard all about your CGolden Prince, for all that his
fam |y were parvenus who nade their noney off a salt nonopoly and from

drai ning the swanps to build East Shore. Better blood than your precious
husband' s, anyway." She sniffed.

"My husband— Sheera began hotly.

Lady Winshardin cut her off. "You really think this pack of white-I|inmbed
school girls can be taught to overconme Altiokis' mercenaries?"

Sheera's lips tightened, but she said nothing.



The [ ady gl anced down into the val e behind them as haughty as if she revi ewed
her own troops. Her hands, in their crimson and gold gl oves, stroked the
oi | skin of her cloak

"Il tell you this, then, if you succeed in what you aim don't return to the
city. The tunnels of the mne connect with the Gtadel itself. Cut off the
serpent's head—don't go back to hide behind her walls and wait for it to get
you. "

Eyes widening with alarm Sheera whispered, "That's inmpossible. Those ways are
guarded by magic. Altiokis hinmself is deathless..."

"He wasn't birthless,"” Lady Winshardin snapped. "He was born a man and, |ike
a man, he can be killed. Attack the G tadel, and you'll have the Thanes on
your side—nyself, Drathweard of Schlaeg, and all the little fry as well. Wit
for himto put the city under siege again, and he'll fall on you with

everyt hing he's got."

She jerked her chin toward the rolling valleys and distant tower. "That's the
old Cairn Tower. The Thanes of Cairn ran afoul of the fifteenth Thane of
Winshardin, God rest what passed in themfor souls. The place hasn't been

i nhabited since. It is a good run," she added with a nmalicious glitter in her
eyes, "fromhere."

And turning, she noved back down the hill, straight and arrogant as a queen of
these wild [ ands. Sheera and Sun Wl f
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marked the | ocation of the tower with their eyes and foll owed her down.

Whi |l e she was nounting her horse beside the nere again, the lady said, as if

as an afterthought, "They used to say that weapons were stored there. | doubt
you'll find any of the old caches, but you are wel come to whatever you cone
across."

She settled herself in the saddle and collected the reins with a spare econony
of nmovenent that spoke of a life lived in the saddle. "Come out of that
web-footed marsh to visit me, if you will," she added. "W need to further our
acquai nt ance. "

So sayi ng, she wheel ed her horse and, ignoring the other wonen as if they had
not existed, rode through them and away over the noors.

After that they net nornings and evenings, rotating the groups—by daylight in
the ruins of the old Cairn Tower, by lamplight in the boarded-up orangery. Sun
Wl f announced that running to and fromthe peasant hut where they frequently
hid their cloaks would provide the conditioning necessary for wind and

muscl es, and thereafter seldomtook the wonen on a general run. Wthin a week
he could tell which ones ran to and fromthe tower and which wal ked.

The ones who wal ked—there were not many—were cut.

And all the while, he could feel them com ng together as a force under his
hand. He was begi nning to know them and to understand the changes he saw in
them not only in their bodies but in their nminds as well. Wth their veils
and chaperons, they had—tindly at first, then nore bol dl y—di scarded the
instinctive notion that they were incapable of wi elding weapons, even in their



own defense. Since his conversation with Anber Eyes, Sun Wl f had often
wonder ed what went on in the mnds of those pliant, quiet ones, the ones who
had been raised to tell nmen only what they wanted to hear. These wonen | ooked
himin the face when they spoke to himnow, even the shyest. He wondered

whet her that was the effect of weapons training or whether it was because,
when they weren't learning howto fight, they were running the financial life
of the city.

He had to admit to hinmself that, after a discouraging start, they were turning
out to be a fairly good batch of warriors.

The weapons they found cached in the Cairn Tower were old, and their make
cruder and heavi er than was general anong the expert netal workers of
Mandrigyn. G lden's sister Eo and young Tisa set up a forge at the tower to
lighten them as much

THE LADI ES OF MANDRI GYN
95

as they could without |osing the weight necessary to parry and deliver killing
strokes. Denga Rey, watching the practice at the tower one day, suggested that
the hal f-pints of the troop use hal berds instead.

"A five-foot hal berd can be used in battle like a sword,"” she said, watching
Wl anme | aboring to wield her weapon agai nst a | eggy bl ack courtesan naned
Cobra. The roofless hall of the old fortress nade a snooth-fl oored, oval arena
some forty feet in length, and the wonen were scattered across it, westling,
fighting with weapons, practicing the deadlier throws and breaks of sneak
attacks. For once it was not raining, and, except in the |ow places, the floor
was dry. The Wl f had worked them here on days when mud coated them so thickly
that it was only by size and the way they noved that they could be

di sti ngui shed.

From where he and the gl adi ator stood on what nust have been the old feasting
dais, they could | ook out across the sunken floor of the roomto the steps and
the enpty triple arch of the doorway and to the noors beyond. There nust have
been a courtyard of some kind there once—now there was only a flattened
depression in the ground and little heaps of stones covered with |ichens and
weeds. And bel ow him between himand the door, the wonen were busy.

He wondered what the Hawk woul d make of them

Denga Rey continued. "Most of the little ones are using swords that are as
light as possible for effective weapons—and they are still having troubles.
In a pitched fight, a man could outreach them?"

Sun Wl f nodded. Wth luck, they would surprise the guards at the m nes and
free and armthe nen fromthe guards' arnories w thout the need for a pitched
battle. But |ong experience had taught himnever to rely on |uck

The only problemw th having the smaller wonmen use hal berds in battle cane
fromDrypettis, who took it as a personal affront [hat the WIf would make
al l owance., for her size, in a tight voice, she told him "W can succeed on
your own terms. Captain. There is no need to condescend."

He gl anced down at her, startled. At times she sounded |like ait absurd echo of
Sheera, w thout Sheera's shrewdness or her sense of purpose. Patiently, he
said, "There's only one set of terms to nmeasure success in war, Drypettis.”



That tight little fold at the corners of her mouth deepened.
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"So you have told us—repeatedly,” she retorted with distaste. "And in the
crudest possible fashion.™"

Behind her, G lden and WI arne exchanged a gl ance; the other snall
worren—Si ster Quincis and red-haired Tami s Waver —+ooked uneasy.

"Have 1?" the Wolf runbled quietly. "I don't think so.
"Success in war," he went on, "is neasured by whether or not you do what you
ai mto—not by whether you yourself live or die. The success of a war is not
neasured in the sane terns as the success of a fight. Succeeding in a war is
getting what you want, whether you yourself live or die. Now, it's sonetimes
nicer to be alive afterward and enjoy what you've fought for—provi ded what

you' ve fought for is enjoyable. But if you want it badly enough—want others to
have it—even that isn't necessary. And it sure as hell doesn't matter how
nobly or how crudely you pursue your goal, or who makes all owances or who
condescends to you in the process. If you know what you want, and you want it
badly enough to do whatever you have to, then do it. If you don't—forget it."

The silence in that single corner of the half-ruined tower was pal pable, the
shrill grunts and barked commands in the hall beyond them seenming to grow as
faint and distant as the keening of the wind across the noors beyond the
walls. It was the first time that he had spoken of war to them and he felt
all the eyes of this small group of tiny wonmen on him

"It's the hal fway that eats you," he said softly. "The trying to do what
you're not certain that you want to do; the wanting to do what you haven't the
go-to-hell courage—er selfishness—+to carry through. If what you think you want
can only be got with injustice and getting your hands dirty and tranpling over
friends and strangers—then understand what it will do to others, what it wll
do to you, and either fish or cut bait. If what you think you want can only be
got with your own death or your own lifelong utter m sery—dnderstand that,

t 0o.

"I fight for money. If I don't win, | don't get paid. That makes everything
real clear for ne. You—you're fighting for other things. Maybe for an idea.
Maybe for what you think you ought to believe in, because people you consider
better than you believe in it, or say they do. Maybe to save someone who fed
and cl othed and | oved you, the father of your children—saybe out of |ove and
maybe out of gratitude. Maybe you're fighting because sonebody else's will had
drawn you into this, and you'd rather die yourself than tell her you have
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other goals than hers. | don't know that. But | think you' d better know it—-and
know it real clearly, before any of you faces an arned eneny."

They were silent around him these half-pints, these snall and delicate wonen.
Wlane's eyes fell in confusion, and he saw rose flush up under her
wi nd- bitten cheeks.

But it was Drypettis who spoke. "Honor denands—



"To hell with honor," the Wl f said shortly, understanding that she had not
heard one word he had said. "Wnen don't have honor."

She went white with anger. "Maybe the women you habitually consort with do
not —

"Captain!" Denga Rey's voice cut across the scuffling, sharp and uneasy.
"Someone comi ng!"

Every sense suddenly snapped alert. He said briefly, "H de." Al around them
at the sound of the gladiator's words, the wonmen had been fadi ng from sight,
seeki ng the darkness of the arches that had once supported a gallery around
the hall, now a ruin of scrub and shadow, they were concealing thenselves in

t he hundred bolt hol es afforded by rui ned passages and hal f-col | apsed turrets
whose stones were feathered with dry noss and fern. G lden and WI arne

cl ambered up inside the nonstrous flue of the hall's old chimmey as if trained
from chi |l dhood as clinbing boys.

Only Drypettis stood where she was, rigid with anger. "You can't..." she
began, alnost stifling with rage.

Sun Wl f seized her arminpatiently and half threw her toward a droop-eyed
hol | ow of a broken doorway. "Hi de, rot your eyes!" he roared at her and ran to
where only Sheera and Denga Rey stood, visible on either side of the triple
arch of the raised door

From here, the valley in which the Caim Tower was situated could be seen in
one sweep of tranpled brown grass and standing water. Desolately enpty, it lay
hemred in by the stone-crested hills and the gray weight of cloud cover, a
solitude unbroken save by a few barren and wi nd-crippled trees. Then, in that
solitude, sonething noved, a figure running toward the tower.

"It's Tisa," Sheera said, surprise and fear in her voice. "She was on watch at
Ghnir Crag, keeping an eye on the direction of town."

Denga Rey said, "There's sonething el se noving down there, too. Look, in the
brush along the side of the crag.”
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The girl plunged, stunbling, up the ruined steps and into Sun Wl f's armnms. She
was panting, unable to catch her breath—not the neasured wind of a racer, but

t he pani c gasps of one who had fled for her life.

"What is it?" Sun WIf asked, and she raised her face to stare into his with
wi dened ayes.

"Nuuwa, " she choked. "Com ng here—tots of them Captain.”

"More than twenty?"

She nodded; her flesh was trenbling under his hands at what she had so
narrow y escaped. "I couldn't count, but | think there were nore than twenty.

Coming fromall sides..."

"Pox rot the filthy things. Turn out!" he bell owed, his voice like thunder in
t he weed-grown walls. "We're under attack! Nuuwa—ots of 'em™



The shadows bl ossomed wonen. Just under half the strength of the troop was
there that day, eighteen wonen counting Sheera.

"Twenty nuuwa!" Denga Rey was saying. "Wat the hell are that many nuuwa doi ng
in the Thanel and? That's ridi cul ous! You never see nore than a few at a tine,
and never..."

But as she was cursing she was gathering up her weapons. Wnen were runni ng
all around, |eaping up the crazy walls under Sheera's shouted commands. Sone
of them had bows and arrows; others had the heavy, ol d-fashioned swords. Al
of them had daggers.

But if you are dose enough to use a dagger on a nuuwa, Sun Wl f thought, it is
far too late.

He could see them now, noving out in the hills. Slunped bodies were creeping
al ong the road, or energing fromthe brushy slopes between the hills with a
deceptively quick, shanbling |ope. He felt his hair prickle at the nunbers of
them By the First Ancestor of the Wrld, how many were there?

"Sonmebody make a fire," he ordered, and went scranbling up the slunped renains
of a gallery stair to the broken pl atform above the door. The view fromthe
top turned himsick with dread.

The nuuwa had broken cover fromthe hills all around and were convergi ng on
the tower. Eyel ess heads wagged | oosely on lolling necks; shoul ders were bent
so that the creatures' big, clawnailed hands flopped, tw tching, around their
knees. The holl ows of those eaten-out eye sockets swayed back and forth, as if
they still sighted through the scarred-over, fallen flesh. If
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it were not for the way the nuuwa noved—dead straight, with no consideration
for the rise and fall of the ground—they m ght al nbst have been ni staken for
true nen.

Sun Wbl f counted al nost forty.

From here, he could | ook down upon all of the Cairn Tower. Wat renained of
the curtain wall that had once surrounded the place lay in a sloppy ring
around the oval tower itself. Wall and tower were not concentric—the tower
stood at one end, so that its triple-arched doorway, enpty of any defensive
barrier, |ooked straight out into the valley. Below him he could see the
worren fanni ng out along the broken top of the curtain wall, the bare flesh of
their shoul ders and the colors of their hair very bright against the w nter
drabness of |ichenous stone and yell owed weeds and heather. No need to concea
t hensel ves, for nuuwa did not track their prey by sight. No need for strategy,
for the nuuwa understood none.

Al'l they understood—all they sought—was flesh

Fromthe wall, he heard the whining thwink of bowstrings and saw two of the
advanci ng creatures stunble. One of them|lunbered to its feet again and cane
on, the arrow sticking through its neck like a hatpin through a doll; the

ot her staggered a few steps, spouting blood froma punctured jugular, then
fell, its grotesquely grown teeth snapping in horrible chewing notions as it
tried to wallow its way al ong. Another of the creatures tripped over it inits



advance, then got up and shanbl ed on. Nuuwa—n common with all ot her
pr edat or s—aoul d not touch the flesh of nuuwa. The ground was prickled wth
arrows. Mst of the wonen had terrible aim

Snoke stung his eyes. Below himin the court, he could see that G |den had got
a fire goi ng—isa was gathering up branches, sticks, anything that could be
used as torches. Sheera and Denga Rey both had fire in their hands as they
stood in the open arches of the door. Nuuwa had just enough instinct to fear
the heat of fire. Fromhis vantage point, the WIf could see that in sone
fashi on they knew that there was no wall at the doorway. Half a dozen were
shanbling toward the two wonmen who stood in that gap

He came down fromthe platformat a run.

Wet nmud and pits of last week's thin snowfall scunmed the crazy steps. The
entire curtain wall nust have the sane vile footing, he thought. Then he heard
it, beyond the higher ruins of the tower. Fromalong the wall, now out of his
sight, cane the slithering crash of dislodged stone and falling bodies, the
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hooti ng grunts of the nuuwa, and the soft, smacking thunk of steel biting
naked flesh

He had a torch in one hand and a sword in the other as he sprang up the steps
to the enpty gateway instants before the nuuwa cane |oll opi ng, gape-nout hed,
to neet the wonen. Sheera made the m stake of slashing at the w dest
target—the breast—and the creature she cut fell on her with a vast, stream ng
wound yawning in its chest, eyeless face contorted, mouth reaching to bite.
The Wl f had decapitated the first creature within range; he spun in the next
split second and hacked of f both huge hands that gripped Sheera's arm

all owi ng her to spring back out of range and slash downward on the thing's
neck. It was all he had tine for—Auuwa were pressing up toward them heedl ess
of the cut of the steel; spouting bl ood drenched them hot on the flesh and
runni ng down slippery underfoot. Beside him he was vaguely aware of Denga
Rey, fighting with the businesslike brutality of a professional with sword and
torch.

He felt something gash and tear at his ankle, then saw that a fallen nuuwa had
sunk its teeth into his calf. He slashed downward, severing the head as it
tore at his flesh. C awed hands seized his sword arm and he cut at the

eyel ess face with his torch, setting the matted hair and filthy, falling beard
afl ane. The creature rel eased himand began shrieking in a rattling, hoarse
gasp, blundering against its fellows and pawi ng at the bl aze. Denga Rey, freed
for an instant, kicked it viciously back, and it went rolling down the steps,
face flamng, howing in death agonies as others stunbled over it to close in
on the defenders.

Through the confusion of that hideous fight and the searing agony of the head
still clinging doggedly to his calf, Sun Wl f could hear the distant chaos of
cries, hoarse grunts, and shrill shouts. He heard a scream keening and
horrible, rising to a fever pitch of rending pain and terror, and knew t hat
one-of the wonmen had been overcome and was being killed. But |ike so nany
things in the heat of battle, he noted it w thout much interest, detached,
grimy fighting to avoid a |like fate hinself. Another scream sounded cl oser
together with a slithering crash of bodies falling fromthe wall. Fromthe
coner of .his eye, he saw | ocked forns withing on the icy clay of the hal
floor, a tangle of threshing |linbs and fountaining blood. Eo the blacksnith



sprang forward with one of those huge two-handed broadswords upraised as if it
were as light as a willow switch.
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He saw no nore; filthy hands and snappi ng, sl obbering nouths pressed cl ose
around him For a nonent, he felt as if he were being engulfed in that
horri bl e nmob, driven back into the shadow of the enpty gateway and wonderi ng
where the drop of the steps was.

Then steel zinged near hinm as he decapitated one of the things grabbing and
biting at him Denga Rey's sword sliced the spine of another, and it fell
rolling and spasning, at his feet. Those were the |last of the i mediate
attackers. He swung around and saw that the steps were piled knee-deep in

twi tching bodies, fromwhich a thick current of brilliant red ran down to poo
anong the rocks. Behind him the tower was silent, save for a single voice
raised in a despairing wail of grief.

The nuuwa were all dead.

He | ooked down to where the severed head still locked on his calf with a death
grip. Fighting a surge of nausea, he bent down and beat at the joint of the

j awbone with the wei ghted pormel of his sword until the jaw broke and he was
able to pull the thing off by its verm nous hair. Hands shaki ng, he knelt on
the slimy steps and held out his hand for Denga Rey's torch, since his own had
been lost in the fight. Reversing it, he drove the flam ng end into the wound.
Snoke and the stink of burning neat assailed his nostrils; the pain went

t hrough his body like a stroke of lightning. Distantly, he was aware of the
sound of Sheera's being sick in a corner of the hall.

He flung the torch away and col |l apsed on his hands and knees, fighting nausea
and darkness. It wasn't the first tine he had had to do this, from nuuwa or
from ot her wounds, but it never got any easier

Foot steps pattered on the clay floor. He heard the nurnur of voices and opened
his eyes to see Anber Eyes binding up Denga Rey's bloody armw th sonmeone's
torn, gol d-enbroidered scarf.

Bot h wonen hastened to his side, and Anber Eyes knelt to bandage hi s wounds.
Her hands were sticky with gore. Wen he had breath to speak, Sun Wl f asked
them "You bitten anywhere?"

"Few sl ashes," the gl adi ator said shortly.

"Burn 'em

"They' re not deep."

"I said bum'em W aren't tal king about sword cuts in the arena; nuuwa are
filthier than mad dogs. I'Il do it for you if you're afraid.”
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That got her. She dammed his eyes, without malice, knowi ng he was right. Under
her swarthy tan, even she | ooked pate and sick

After a quick, brutal cauterization, he helped her to her feet, both of them
leaning a little on Anber Eyes for support. They were joined in a nonment by a
very pallid Sheera, her hair in wet black strings before her eyes. Like
theirs, her linbs were plastered in gore. Sun Wl f shook hinmself clear of



Denga Rey and linped to put a gentle hand on her shoul der.
"You all right?"

She was quivering all over, like a bowstring after its arrow was spent. He
sensed that it was touch and go whether she would fall on his shoulder in
hysterics; but after a nmonment she drew a deep breath and said huskily. "I'lI
be all right."

"Good girl." He slapped her confortingly on the buttock and was rewarded with
the kind of glare generally reserved for the hunbler sort of insects in their
| ast nonents before a servant was called to swat them He grinned to hinself.
She' d obvi ously got over the first shock

There were no other wonen in the enpty hall. Slowy, linmping with the pain of
their wounds, the four of them staggered to the narrow postern that |et them
into the ruined circle of the curtain wall. Like the steps, the ground there
was littered with the bodies of dead nuuwa with severed heads and hands and
feet. Dark bl ood dripped down the stones and soaked into the winter-hard
ground. At the far end of the court, the wonmen stood in a silent group

staring in nauseated fascination at a tall, rawboned wonman named Kraken, who
was kneeling, her face buried in her hands, over the disnenbered and

hal f -eaten body of sharp, little, red-haired Tam s Weaver. Kraken was rocki ng
back and forth and wailing, a desol ate noani ng sound, like a hurt animal.

After a noment G lden and Wlarne noved in, bitten and painted with the bl ood
of their dead enemies, and gently hel ped Kraken to her feet and | ed her away.
She noved like a blind woman, hal f doubl ed over with grief.

Sun Wl f | ooked around at those who were left. He saw wonen with scared faces,
gray with shock and nausea, the ends of their tangled hair pointy wth bl ood.
Sonme of them had been bitten, clawed, chewed—there'd be nmore work, burning the
wounds, the agonizing aftermath of war. The place stank with that peculiar
battl eground smell, the vile reek of blood and vonmit and excrement, of death
and terror. Sonme of them Iike
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Emtwyff Fish, |ooked angry still; others, like Sister Quincis and Eo, seened
burned out, as if only cold ash renained of the fire that had carried them
alive through battle. Others | ooked nerely puzzled, staring about in
confusion, as if they had no idea how they had cone to be wounded, exhausted,
cold, and sick in this slaughterhouse place. Mdre than one was crying, with
shock and grief and relief.

But none of them | ooked, or would ever again |ook, quite as they had.

The Wl f sighed. "Well, ladies," he said quietly, "now you've seen battle."
CHAPTER —8 —

T

A HE

HE RAI'N THAT SLASHED AGAI NST THE BCOLTED SHUTTERS OF

the Brazen Monkey made a far-off, roaring sound, like the distant sea. Wth



her boots extended toward the enornous blaze that was the only illunmination in
t he shadowy conmmon room Starhawk scanned the few travelers still on the roads
in this weather and decided that she and Fawn woul d take turns sl eeping

toni ght .

Inns in this part of the nmountains were notorious in any event, but during the
dry season, when the caravans from Man-drigyn, Pergem s, and the Mddle

Ki ngdons filled even this vast common roomto capacity, there was sone degree
of safety. Mst merchants were decent enough fellows, and no travel er woul d
suffer to see another robbed, if only fromthe know edge that it could happen
to himnext. During the rains it was different.

oposite her, on the other worn and narrow pl ank bench, an unshaven little man
with a | oose mouth and a | ooser eye kept glancing over at Fawn, who stood at
the far end of the long room haggling with the innkeeper. Two others were
hunched over pewter rmugs of beer and the remains of a haunch of venison at one
of the tables, oblivious to their surroundings. The Hawk wasn't prepared to
bet on any of their help, if there were trouble.

In a businesslike fashion, she began reviewing exits fromthe comon room and
escape routes fromthe inn

Down at the other end of the room Fawn was still nodding, the occasiona
sweet ness of her | ow voice punctuating the inn-
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keeper's ingratiating whine. They' d been haggling about the price of roons,
food, and supplies for the last Fifteen mnutes, a protracted process that
Fawn was capabl e of continuing for upward of an hour without ever |osing her
air of grave interest. The heat of the roomwas drying her great plaid cloak
in the snoky amber of the firelight, Starhawk could see the steamrising from
it, like faint breath on a snowy night.

From Kedwyr, they'd journeyed through the olive and | enobn groves of the brown
hills to the poorer inland cities of N shboth and Plegg. Those cities had | ong
ago knuckl ed under to Ked-wyr's doni nance and had shrunk to little better than
mar ket towns, with their decayi ng mansi ons of stone |ace and the crunbling
ruins of their nosaic cathedrals dream ng of better days. After two days on
the road, the rains had hit, freezing winds roaring in fromthe sea and
torrents of black water pouring fromthe skies, flooding the roads and turning
i nnocuous streans in the barren foothills behind Plegg into boiling, white

m |l races.

They had clinbed toward Gaunt Pass and the wi de road that tw sted through the
gray spires of the Kanwed Mountains fromthe East to the M ddl e Kingdonms. Snow
had caught themthree days fromthe pass itself, and for days they had pl owed
and fl oundered their way through that icy world of winds and stone,

di scour aged, exhausted, making sonetimes as little as five nmles a day. From

t he pass, they had taken the road along the rimof the mountain mass, with the
tree-cl oaked shoul ders of the main peaks towering thousands of feet above
them invisible in the gray turnoil of clouds.

Through it all. Fawn had never conpl ai ned and had done her |oyal best to keep
up with Starhawk's surer pace. For all that she had spent the last two years
in the soft living of a concubine, she was tough, and the Hawk had to admit



that the girl was less trouble than she had at first feared. In Piegg, where
they'd sold her jewels, she'd gotten a far better price than Starhawk had
expected that sleepy, half-deserted town could have paid; and she'd shown an
unexpected flair for bargaining for food, |odging, and fodder for the donkey
al ong the way. Starhawk didn't see how she did it—but then, |ike nost
nmercenaries, the Hawk had always paid three tines the local rate for

everyt hing and had never been aware of the difference.

She had asked Fawn about it one night, when they'd been canped in a rock cave
above Gaunt Pass, with a fire lighted at the entrance to frighten away wol ves.
Bl ushi ng, Fawn had
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admtted, "My father was a nmerchant. He always wanted nme to |learn the
deportrment of a lady, to better myself through an el egant nmarriage, but | knew
too much about the cost of things ever to appear really well bred."

The Hawk had stared at her in astonishnent. "But you're the nost |adylike
person |'ve ever met," she protested.

Fawn had | aughed. "It's all the result of the nbst agonizing work. I'mreally
a storekeeper at heart. My father always said so."

Fawn canme back across the roomnow, the fire picking snoky streaks of red from
t he cl ose-brai ded bands of her dark hair. The greasy little rogue in the

i ngl enook | ooked up at her, and even the two bl ockheads at the table raised
their noses fromtheir beer nugs as she passed.

"You want to bet you get an offer of free roon?" Starhawk asked as Fawn seated
herself on the worn, blackened oak of the bench at her side.

"I"ve already had one, thanks," the girl replied in a | ow voi ce and gl anced
across at the greasy man, who nmet her eyes and gave her a broken-toothed | eer
She | ooked away, her cheeks even redder than the firelight could have nmade
them "l1've paid for supper, bed, breakfast, bait for the donkey, and sone
supplies to go on with."

St ar hawk nodded. "He have any idea how far to the next inn?"

"Fifteen mles, he says. The Peacock. After that there's nothing unti
Foonspay, twenty-five niles beyond, and that's a fair-sized village."

The Hawk did some rapid mental cal culations. "Tonmorrow night in the open
anyway, " she said. "Mybe the night after, depending on the road. If this rain
turns to snow again, it's going to be hell's own ness."

Movement caught her eye. The greasy little nan had shuffled over to the bar
where he stood talking in a | ow voice to the innkeeper. Starhawk's eyes
nar r owned.

"Did you ask for the supplies tonight rather than in the norning?"

Fawn nodded. "He said yes, later."

She sniffed. "W'll nmake dammed sure of it, then. I'mgoing out to the stables
to collect the packs. I don't want there to be any reason we couldn't get out

of here in the mddle of the night if we wanted to."

Fawn | ooked unhappy, but Starhawk's wariness was | eg-
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endary in the troop and had nore than once saved the lives of scouting parties
under her command. She |eft the common roomas quietly as possible, crossing
the soup of nud, snow, and driving rain in the yard only after she was fairly
certain of the whereabouts of the innkeeper and the slattern who did his

cooki ng. The Brazen Mnkey boasted no stabl eman. Inspecting the interior of
the big stone stables built into the cliff that rose fromthe rmuck of the inn
yard, the Hawk thought the place rather too well stocked and kepi for the
little traffic they nust have had in the |ast few weeks before these |ate
rains.

She collected all the supplies and equi pment except the actual packsaddl e
itself, slinging them by straps over her arnms and shoul ders, and waited in the
dar kness of the big arched doorway until she saw both the innkeeper's shadow
and the woman's cross the lanplight of the half-open door. They'd be going to
t he conmmon room with supper for Fawn and hersel f. Picking her footing
carefully, she slipped back into the inn by way of the shadows al ong the wall
and up the twisting stairs to their room

Seeing the danmp and bug-infested mattresses on the two narrow cots, she was
just as glad she'd brought up their own bedding. The roomitself was freezing
cold, and the roof |eaked in two places. Nevertheless, she westled the bolt
of the shutters back and | ooked out into the streani ng darkness of the night.
A foot or so belowthe sill of the window, the thatch of the kitchen roof was
swimrng |ike a hay neadow in a flood, steamrising fromit with the heat

bel ow. Satisfied, she closed the shutters again, but did not bolt theny she
checked the door bolt, shoved the supplies well under the beds, and went
downstairs.

The greasy little man was | eaning against the table, talking to an
unhappy- | ooki ng Fawn. Starhawk crossed the roomto them | ooked himup and
down calmy, and asked, "You invite this cheesebrain to supper, Fawnie?"

The man started to sputter some kind of explanation. Star-hawk | ooked himin
the eyes, calculating, fixing his features in her mnd to know again. His eyes
shifted. Then he ducked his head and hastily left the room the rain bl ow ng
in fromthe outside door as it opened and shut again behind him

Starhawk slid onto the bench opposite Fawn and applied herself to venison stew
and bl ack bread.

Fawn sighed. "Thank you. | couldn't seemto get rid of him.."
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"What did he want?" the Hawk asked, around a nug of

beer.

"He came over and offered to tell ne about the road ahead. And |-+ thought he
sounded as if he knew what he was tal ki ng about, but | couldn't be sure."

"More likely he's trying to find out which way we're going and where we'll be
by dark tonorrow night. How rmuch did that robber want for the kennel he's
stuck us in?"



As St arhawk hoped, Fawn cheered up at that. She'd tal ked the innkeeper down to
hal f the asking price; recounting it brought a sparkle to her soft eyes. They
spoke of other inns and innkeepers, of bargaining and prices, swapping stories
of some of the nore outrageous paynents that Sun Wl f or other nercenaries
they'd known had either asked or been offered. Neither spoke of their
destination or of what they would do when they reached the inpenetrable walls
of Altiokis' Citadel; by tacit consent, each kept her own hope and her own
fear to herself.

In time, another man canme down fromupstairs, a w zened, spade-bearded little
cricket in black who | ooked |like a decayed gentl eman from one of the nore
down-at-heels cities of the Peninsula with his starched neck ruff and darned,
soot-gray hose. He settled hinself beside the two bl ockheads in the padded
coats who were drinking ale and talking in quiet voices; eventually they al
went upstairs to bed.

St ar hawk became unconfortably aware of how her voice and Fawn's echoed in the
enpty common room and how dark were the shadows that clotted under its
snoke- bl ackened rafters. Qutside, the wind groaned | ouder over the rocks. Its
sound woul d cover that of anyone's approach

She was gl ad enough to | eave the hall. By the light of a feeble tallow dip,
she and Fawn clinbed the narrow corkscrew of stairs to the cold room under the
rafters.

"Well, these beds will have a use, after all," she commented wyly as she
dropped the door bolt into its slot. Fawn | aughed and pulled one end of the
heavy log frane away fromthe wall. "Not |ike that—-here. We'll lift. No sense

telling that old cutthroat downstairs what we're doing."

It was a struggle to barricade the door quietly. Halfway through their task, a
sound arrested the Hawk s attention; she held up her hand, listening. The inn
wal s were thick, but it sounded as if others in the place had the sane idea.

Fawn unrol |l ed her bedding along the wall where the bed had been, carefully
arranging it to avoid the najor leaks in the
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roof. "Do you really think they'Il try to rob us in the night?" Her voice had
gotten very quiet; her eyes, in the flickering light of the already failing
di p, had lost the ebullience they'd shown downstairs. Her face | ooked shadowed
and tired. Star-hawk reflected that for all her bright courage, Fawn did not
travel well. She | ooked worn down and anxi ous.

"I al most hope so," the Hawk replied quietly. She blew on the flane, and the
roomwas plunged into inky darkness. "lI'd far rather deal with it here than on
the road tonorrow "

Sil ence settled over the inn

Bet ween her travels, wars, and the | ong watches of anmbush, the Hawk had

devel oped a fairly clear estimate of tine. At the end of about three hours,
she reached over and shook Fawn awake, talked to her in the darkness for a few
m nutes to make sure that she was awake, then | ay back and dropped at once
into the light, wary, animal sleep of guard dogs and professional soldiers.
She surfaced briefly when the rain lightened an hour and a half later; she
heard the drunming of it fade to a soft, restless pattering in the dark, |ike



tiny feet running endl essly across the | eaky thatch, and, bel ow that sound,
the soft nurmur of Fawn's voice, whispering the words of an old ballad to
herself to keep awake and pass the tine. Then she slept again.

She wakened quickly, silently, and w thout noving, at the urgent touch of
Fawn's hand on her shoul der. She tapped the knuckles lightly to show herself
awake and listened intently for the sounds that had alerted the girl to
danger.

After a noment, she heard it: the creak of a footstep on the crazy boards of
the hall. It was followed by the sticky squeak of wet |eather and the clink of
a buckle. But nore than any single clue, she could sense, alnost feel, the

wei ght and warnth and breath gathered in the darkness outside their door

St arhawk sat up, reached to where her sword |l ay beside her on the dirty floor
and drewits well-oiled length without a sound. Wth |uck, she thought. Fawn
woul d renenber to have her dagger ready; she wasn't going to warn anyone that
t hey were awake by asking al oud.

A single crack of light appeared in the darkness, a thin chink ! fromthe

yel lowi sh glow of a tallow dip. In the utter darkness, even that di mgleam was
bri ght as sumer sun. Then she heard (he scraping of a fine-honed dagger being
slid through the door crack under the bolt, pushing it gently up. There was a
soft, <?.' distinct plunk as it dropped backward out of its slot. Then cane
anot her long and listening silence.
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Fawn and the Hawk were both on their feet. Fawn noved back toward the w ndow,
as they had previously agreed; Star-hawk stepped noiselessly toward the

barri caded door. The slit of |ight w dened, and bul ky shadows becane visible
beyond. There was a jarring vibration, followed by a soft-voiced curse,
rotting their eyes for a pair of inpudent sluts. A heavy shoul der slamed
agai nst the wood, and the barricading bed grated and ti pped back as the huge
shape of a man slid sideways through the narrow gap

The door opened inward and to the right. The intruder had to enter |eft

shoul der first. Killing himwas as easy as sticking a frog. He gasped as the
sword slid in, and his knees buckl ed; there was the stink and splatter of

bl ood, and Starhawk sprang back as others slamed and pushed the door in,
cursing furiously, falling over the body and the bed, and dropping the |ight
in the confusion. The Hawk went in silently, hacking and thrusting; voices
shouted and cursed. Steel bit her | eg. She thought there were three stil
living, blundering around in the darkness like blind pigs in a pit.

Then she heard Fawn scream and a man's heavy rasp of breathing where she
guessed the girl would be. A body tangled with hers, hands grappling her |egs
and pulling her off balance. A hoarse voice yelled, "Over here! 1 got one!"
She cut downward at the source of the voice, then swung in a wide circle with
her sword and felt its tip snag sonething that gasped and swore; the man
pul | ed her down, clutching and grappling, too close now for the sword to be of
use. She dropped it, hacking with her dagger; then Iight streamed in over
them and nmore nmen came thundering in fromthe hall

The Iight showed the raised knife of the nman who cl utched her thighs, and

St ar hawk cut backhand as he turned his head toward the newconers, opening both
wi ndpi pe and jugul ar and spraying herself in a hot fountain of blood. The
first man through the door tripped over the corpse there, then the bed; the
second man cl anbered straight up over all three, his huge bulk blotting the
light, and threw hinself |like an immense lion on the only bandit |eft



standi ng. He knocked the nman's bl ade aside with a backhand bl ow t hat woul d
have stunned a horse, caught himby the throat, and slamed his head back

agai nst the stone wall behind with a hideous crunch. Then he swung around, his
square, heavy-jawed face pink and sweating in the faint gleam of brightness
fromthe hall, as if seeking new prey. Past him Starhawk saw Fawn standi ng
flattened agai nst the

THE LADI ES OF MANDR CYfJ i

wal | by the shuttered wi ndow, her face white and her dishevel ed clothing
sneared with dark bl ood. There was a dagger in her hand and a gutted robber
still tw tching and sobbing at her feet.

The big newcorer relaxed and turned to the jostling scranmble of his conpanion
in the doorway. "Don't drop the light, ye gaum snatched chuckl ehead,"” he said.
"We're behind the fair." One step took himto Fawn. "Are you hurt, |ass?"

The man who'd tripped unraveled hinmself fromthe tranpled remains of the
col | apsed bed and stunbl ed again over the dead bandit in his hurry to reach
St ar hawk, who was still sitting, covered with blood and fl oor-grine, beneath
her sl aughtered assailant. He knelt beside her, an even bigger man than the
first one, with the sane | ock of brown hair falling over grave, blue-gray
eyes. "Are ye hurt?"

St ar hawk shook her head. "I'mfine," she said. "But thank you."

Mich to her surprise, he lifted her to her feet as if she'd been a doll. "W'd
have been sooner,"” he said ruefully, "but for sone shrinking violet's wanting
to barricade our door..."

"Violet yourself," the other man retorted, in the burring .accent of the Bight
Coast. "If we'd been the first ones they attacked, you' d have been gl ad enough
for the warning and del ay—+f the sound of their shoving over the bed had waked
you at all."

The bi gger man swung about, |ike a bullock goaded by flies. "And what nakes
you think any bandit in the nmountains is sonething you and | together coul dn't
handl e wi t hout even troubling to wake up?"

"You sang a different tune night before |l ast, when the wol ves rai ded*—=

"Raml Orris!" a creaky voice chirped fromthe doorway. The two behenot hs fel
silent. The scrawny tittle gentleman in the starched ruff whom Starhawk had
seen briefly down in the combn room cane scranbling agilely over the mess in
t he doorway, holding aloft a lantern in one hand. The ot her hand was wei ght ed
down by a short sword, enornous in the bony grip. "You nust excuse ny
nephews," he said to the wonen, with a courtly sal aam appal | i ngly i ncongruous
with the gruesonme setting. "Back hone | use themfor a plow team and thus
their manners with regard to | adies have been sadly neglected."

He straightened up. Bright, black eyes twinkled into Star-hawk's, and she
grinned at himin return
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"Naagh . . ." Ramand Oris pulled back hanmike fists threateningly at this
slur on their conpany manners.



The little man di sregarded themw th sublime unconcern. "My nane i s Anyog
Spi cer, gentleman, scholar, and poet. There is water in the room next to us,
since |I'msure ablutions are in order. "

"First 1"'mgoing to find that damed i nnkeeper, rot his eyes," Starhawk
snapped, "and nake sure he doesn't have any other bravos hiding out around

here." She | ooked up and saw that Fawn's face had gone suddenly fromwhite to
green. She turned to the i nmense man who still hovered at her side. "Take Fawn
down to your room if you would,"” she said. "I'll get sonme wine when I'min
the kitchen."

"We've wine," the big man —Ramor Oris —said. "And better nor what this

pl ace stocks. I'Il cone with you, lassie. Oris, take care of Mss Fawn. And
see you don't nmake a nmuff of it," he added as he and Starhawk started for the
door.

Oris —the handsoner of the two brothers and, Starhawk guessed, the younger
by several years —raised sharply backsl anted dark eyebrows. "M make muff of
it?" he asked as he gently took Fawn's arm and renpoved the dagger that she
still held in her nervel ess hand. "And who fell over his own big feet blasting
into the roomlike a bull through a gate, pray? O all the gaum snatched
things . . "

"Be a fair desperate gaum would take the tinme to find your wits to snatch

em

St ar hawk, who sensed that the brothers would probably argue through battle and
worl d's end, caught Ramis quilted sl eeve and pulled himdeterm nedly toward
t he door.

There were no nore bandits at the inn. They found the innkeeper, disheveled

and groaning, in the room behind the kitchen, anid a tangle of sheets in which
he said he had been tied after being overpowered. But while he was expl ai ni ng
all this at length to Ram Starhawk had a | ook at the torn cloth and found no
tight -bunched creases, such as were nmade by knots. The wonan said sullenly

that she had | ocked herself in the larder fromfear of them Both | ooked white
and shaken enough for it to have been true, but Starhawk began to suspect that
by killing the bandits, she had denolished the couple's livelihood. She sniled
to herself with grimsatisfaction as she and Ram nounted the stairs once nore.

"You're no stranger to rough work, seemngly,"” Ram said, his voice rather
awed.
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St arhawk shrugged. "I've been a mercenary for eight years," she said. "These

were anateurs."

"How can you tell?" He cocked his head and gazed down at her curiously. "They
| ooked to ne as if they were born with shivs in their fists."

"A professional would have put a guard on your door. And what in the hell does
'gaum snat ched' nean? That's one | never heard before.™

He chuckl ed, a deep runble in his throat. "Ch, it's what they say to nmean your
wi ts have gone beggi ng. Gauns are—what you call ?—dragonflies; at least that's
what we call '"emwhere | cone from There are old wives who say they'|l steal

away a man's wits and |l et hi mwander about the country until he drowns hinsel f



wal kinl into a marsh. "

St ar hawk nodded as they turned the corner at the top of the stair and saw
light stream ng out of one of the roons hal fway down the hall. "In the north,
they say denons will lead a nman to his death that way—er chase himcrying to
himfromthe air. But | never heard it was dragonflies."

They came to the sl aughterhouse room By the light of the Ianp she'd
appropriated fromthe kitchen, Starhawk saw that the greasy little man who'd
spoken to Fawn was the one Orris had brained. It was a good guess, then, that
t he i nnkeeper had ' indeed been in |l eague with them Ramjerked his head
toward the door as they passed it- "Wat about then®"

"We'll let our host clean up,”
friends."

Starhawk said callously. "It's his inn—and his

Oris and Uncle Anyog had noved the wonen's possessions to their own room
whi | e Ram and t he Hawk were reconnoi-tering. Beds had been nade up on the
saggi ng mattresses. Fawn was asl eep, her hair |ying about her in dark and
careless glory on the seedy pillow By the |ook of his boots, Uncle Anyog had
been investigating the stables. He reported nothing mssing or |aned.

"Meant to do that after we'd been settled," Starhawk said, collecting spare
breeches, shirt, and doublet from her pack and preparing to go into the next
roomto wash and change. "Maybe they didn' t nean to take you three on at all.
If you asked after the two of us, the innkeeper could always tell you we'd
departed early."

"Hardly that,"” Oris pointed out. "El se we'd overtake you on the road,
woul dn't we?"

"Depends on which direction you were going in."
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In the vacant room she took a very fast, very cold danp-cloth bath to get the
dried blood out of her flesh and hair, cleaned the superficial gash on her |eg
with wine and bound it up, and changed her clothes. Wen she returned to the
brot hersl room Uncle Anyog was curled up asleep on the floor in a corner; Ram
and Orris were still talking quietly, arguing over how good a bargain they'd
really gotten on some opals they'd bought fromthe nines in the North.

Starhawk settled herself dowmn with a rag, a pan of water, and a bottle of oil
to clean her weapons and | eat her before nmoving on. The night was far spent and
she knew she woul d sl eep no nore.

Oris finished pointing out to his brother some facts about the fluctuation in
the price of furs and how opals could be held for a rise in prices—neither
argunent made any sense to Star-hawk—and turned to her to ask, "Starhawk? |f
you don't mind ny aski ng—which direction were you bound in, you and M ss Fawn?
It's a rotten tine to be on the roads at all, 1 know Were were you headed?"

"East," the Hawk sai d evasively.
"Where east?" Oris persisted, not taking the hint.
She abandoned tact. "Does it nmatter?"

"I'n a way of speaking, it does," the young man said earnestly, |eaning forward
wi th his hands on his cocked-up knees. "You see, we're bound for Pergenis,
with a pack train of fox and beaver pelts and opals and onyx fromthe North.



We've net trouble on the road before this—the man we took with us was killed
five nights ago by wolves. If there's nore trouble with bandits al ong the way,
we stand to lose all the sunmer's profits. Now, | make no doubt you're a
fighter, which we could do with; and neither of us is so bad at it hinself,
which Mss Fawn could do with. If you were bound toward the south..."

Starhawk hesitated a nmonent, then shook her head. "W aren't," she said.
Pergem s | ay where the Bi ght washed up agai nst the feet of the massive

t abl el ands that surrounded- the Kanwed Muntains, far to the sout hwest of
Ginmscarp. She continued, "But our road lies with yours as far as Foonspay.
That will get us out of the npuntains and out of the worst of the snow
country. If you have no objection, we'll join you that far."

"Done," Oris said, pleased; then the light died fromhis honest, slab-sided
face, and his eyes narrowed. "You' re not ever bound for Racken Scrag, are you,
lass? It's a bad business, all through that country, mxing with the Wzard

Ki ng. "

"So |I've heard," Starhawk replied nonconmttally.
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When she said no nore, but returned to cleaning the bl ood fromthe handl e of
her dagger, Oris grew fidgety and went on. "Two girls traveling about
alone..."

"Wul d probably be in a | ot of danger," she agreed. "But it happens |'ve
killed quite a fewnmen in ny time..." She tested the dagger blade with her
thunb. "And since | could probably give you five years, |I'd hardly qualify as
a lass.”

"Yes, lass, but..."

At this point, Ram ki cked hi m+Ao gentle effort—and the two brothers rel apsed
into jovial bickering, |leaving Starhawk to her silent thoughts.

In the days that foll owed, she had cause to be thankful for their partnership,
for all that the brothers periodically drove her crazy with their fits of
chivalry. Oris never ceased trying to find out the wonmen's destination and
obj ectives, not fromany malice but, what was worse, out of the best of
intentions to di ssuade them from doi ng anything foolish or dangerous. Starhawk
admtted to herself that their journey was both foolish and dangerous, but
that fact did not make it any |ess necessary, if they were going to find and
aid Sun WIf and learn what, if any, designs Altiokis had toward the rest of
the troop. Orris' automatic assunption that, having net themonly a day or so
ago and being conmpletely in ignorance of the reasons for their quest, he was
nevert hel ess better qualified than they to judge its lightness and its
possibilities of success alternately amused Starhawk and irritated her al nost
past bearing.

Li kewi se, the brothers' good-natured argunments and insults could be carried
far past the point of being entertaining. Wien they weren't poking fun at each
ot her's appearance, brains, or social manners, they joined verbally to bel abor
Uncl e Anyog for his habit of reciting poetry as he wal ked, for his small size,
or for his flights of rhetorical el oquence, all of which Anyog took in good
part. Around the canpfires in the evenings, the brothers |istened, as
enthrall ed as Fawn and the Hawk were, to the little man's tales of heroes and
dragons and to the silver magic of his songs. Years in the war canps had given



St ar hawk an enornous tol erance for the brothers' brand of bovine wit, but she
found herself nore than once w shing that she could trade either or both of
themfor a half hour of absolute silence.

But, she reasoned, hers was not to choose her conpani ons. Noi sy, busy
bl ockheads |i ke the brothers and the hyperioqua-ci ous Anyog were far
preferable to travelling through the nountains in w nter atone.
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The Peacock Inn, when they reached it, was deserted, with snow drifting

t hrough the wi ndows of its shattered common room In the stable, Starhawk

di scovered the bones of a horse, chewed, broken, and crusted with frost, but
clearly fresh; the splintered shutters and doors of the ground fl oor had
scarcely been weat hered. Wth thick powder snow squeaki ng under her boots, she
waded back across the yard. In the common room she found Fawn and Uncl e
Anyog, huddl ed together, |ooking uneasily about them and breathing |ike
dragons in the fading daylight. Oris and Ram came down the slippery drifts of
the staircase.

"Not hi ng abovestairs,” Oris reported briefly. "The door at the top's been
scrat ched and pounded, but no signs that it was forced. Whatever's done this]|
it's gone now, but we'd probably be safer spending the night up there."

"WIl the nmules go up the steps?" Starhawk asked. She told them what she'd
found in the stables. There were six mnules, besides her own little donkey.

Oris started to object and lay out a schedule for doubl e watches on the
stable, but Ram said, "Nay, we'd best have "emup with us. If any ill fell to
"em we'd be fair put to it between here and Foonspay, never nind | eaving
behi nd the pelts and things."

It was a stupid and ridicul ous way to spend an evening, Starhawk thought,
shovi ng and coaxi ng seven wholly recalcitrant creatures up into the chanbers
usual ly reserved for their social superiors. Uncle Anyog hel ped her, with
vivid and star-tlingly el aborate curses—the elderly scholar was nore agile
than he | ooked—while Oris and Ramset to with shovels to clear a place around
the hearth for cooking, and Fawn gat hered straw bedding in the stables and
kindling in the yard.

As night settled over the frozen wastes of the nountains and they barricaded

t hensel ves into the upper storey of the inn, Starhawk found herself feeling
nmoody and restless, prey to an uneasy sense of danger. The brothers

boi st erousness did nothing to i nprove her tenper, nor did the grave |lecture
Oris gave her on the necessity for themall to keep together. As usual, she
sai d nothing of either her apprehension or her irritation. Only Ram gl anced up
when she left early for her watch. Fawn and Oris were too deeply immersed in
a lively discussion of the spice trade to notice her departure.

The silence of the dark hallway was |ike water after a | ong fever. She checked
the mul es where they were stabled in the
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best front bedroom then followed the feeble glow of the tallow dip to the
head of the stairs, where Uncle Anyog sat before the | ocked door

H s bright eyes sparkled as he saw her. "Ah, in good time, ny warrior dove.



Trust a professional to be on time for her watch. Are ny oxen bedded down?"

"You think Oris would shut his eyes when he has an audience to listen to his
schenes for financing a venture to the East?"

Though she spoke with her usual calm the old man nmust have caught some spark
of bitterness in her words, for he smled up at her wyly. "Qur pecuniary and
busy- handed child." He sighed. "All the way from Kwest Mal we, through the
woods of Swyrm aedden, where the nightingal es sing, through the gol den vel vet
hills of Harm and across the snow shawl ed feet of the Muntains of Anbersith,
he favored me with the minutest details of the |atest fluctuations of the
currency of the Mddl e Kingdons." He sighed again with regret. "That's our
Oris. But he is very good at what he is, you know. "

"Ch, | know " Starhawk fol ded her Iong | egs under her and sat beside him her

back braced agai nst the stained plaster of the wall. "To make a great deal of
noney, a person has to think about noney a great deal of the time. | suppose
that's why, in all the years |'ve been paid so handsonely, |'m never mnuch

ahead. No nercenary is."

The salt-and-pepper beard split in a wide smle. "But you are far ahead of
themin the nenory of joy, ny dove," he said. "And those nenories are not

affected by currency fluctuations. I was an itinerant scholar all over the
worl d, fromthe azure | agoons of Mandrigyn to the windy cliffs of the Wst,
until | became too old and they nade ne be an itinerant teacher, instead—and

|'ve been paid fortunes by universities of Kwest Maw e and Kedwyr and hal f
the M ddl e Kingdons. Now here | am returning in ny old age to be a pensioner
inm sister's house in Pergem s, to stay with a girl whose only know edge
ever lay in howto add, subtract, and raise big, wayfaring sons." He shook his
head with a regret that was only partially self-nockery. "There is no justice
in the world, ny dove."

"Stal e news, professor."” The Hawk si ghed.
"I fear you're right." Uncle Anyog extended one booted toe to nudge the stout
wood of the door. "You saw the marks on the other side?"

She nodded. Neither Ramnor O ris had identified them
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She hersel f had seen their |like only once before, as a small child. "Nuuwa?"

He nodded, the stiff white petals of his ruff bobbing, catching an edge of the
light |like an absurd flower. "Mre than one, 1 should say. Quite a | arge band,
if they were capable of breaking into the inn."

Starhawk's face was grave. "I've never heard of themrunning in bands."

"Haven't you?" Anyog | eaned forward to prick up the tallow dip that sat in a
tin cup between themon the floor. Hi s shadow, huge and distorted, bent over
him |ike the darkness of some horrible destiny. "They get thicker as you go
east—didn't you know? And they' ve been seen in bands since early |ast sunmer
in all the lands around the Tchard Muntains."

She gl anced si deways at him wondering how much he knew or guessed of her
destinati on. Down below in the inn, she could hear the soft scrabbling noises
of foxes and weasels quarreling over the garbage of dinner. For sone reason

t he sound nade her shudder



"Way is that?" she asked, when the silence had begun to prickle along her
skin. "You're a scholar, Anyog. What are nuuwa? Is it true that they used to
be men? That sonet hi ng—sone sickness—auses themto |ose their eyes, to
change and distort as they do? | hear bits and pi eces about them but no one
seens to know anything for certain. The Wl f says that they used to appear
only rarely and singly. Now you tell me that they' re com ng out of the East in
bi g bands. "

"The Wl f?" The little nman raised one tufted eyebrow i nquiringly.
"The man |' mFawn and | —-are seeking," Starhawk explained unwillingly.

"Aman, is it?" the scholar nused, and Starhawk unaccountably felt her cheeks
grow warm

She went on hastily. "In sonme places | know, they say that a man has only to
wal k out in the night air to become a nuuwa; | think your nephews' tale about
gauns—dr agonfl i es—Aay have sonmething to do with it. Not true dragonfiies, but
per haps sonetiiing that |ooks or noves like them But no one knows. And I'm

beginning to find that fact initself a little suspicious."

He | ooked sharply across at her, his dark eyes suddenly wary. Starhawk net his
gaze calmy, wondering why she had the nonentary inpression that he was afraid
of her. Then he
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| ooked away and folded his fine little hands around his bony knees. "A wi zard
m ght know, " he said, "were there any left."

The nmenory canme back to her of the eyeless, newing thing that had beaten and
chewed at the Convent gates; she renmenbered Sister Wellwa, flinging fire from
her knotted hands, and a sliver of mrror angled in the corner of a room She
recalled Little Thurg's speaking to a man who was not what he seened.

"Anyog," she said slowy, "in all of your travel s-have you ever heard of other
wi zards besides Altiokis?"

The silence stretched, and the flickering gleamof the tallow dip outlined the
scholar's profile in an edge of gold as he continued to | ook steadily away
fromher into the darkness. At |ength he said, "No. None whom 1 have ever
found. "

"Are there any yet alive?"

He | aughed, a soft, cracked little chuckle in the dark. "Ch, there are. There
are said to be, anyway. But those who are born with the Power have nore sense
than to say so these days. If they learn any magic at all, they're careful to
make their staffs into little wands that can be hidden up their sleeves, if
they're men, or conceal ed as broom handles. There's even a | egend about a

wi zard who hired herself out as governess to a rich man's children and who
kept her staff hidden as the handl e of her parasol."

"Because of Altiokis?" Starhawk asked quietly.

The old man sighed. "Because of Altiokis." He turned back to her, the dim
uncertain glinmrer making his face suddenly older, nore tired, scored with
wrinkles |ike the spoor of years of grief. "And in any case, there are fewer
and fewer w zards who have crossed into the fullness of their power. They have
the little powers, what they can be taught by nature or by their masters, if



they have them-er so |'ve heard. But few these days dare to attenpt the G eat
Trial -even such few as are | eft who renenber what it was."

He got to his feet, dusting the seat of his breeches, his scrawny body

sil houetted against the dimlight fromthe roomwhere Ramand Oris were
arguing over the tinme it took to sail from Mandrigyn to Pergem s in the sunmer
t radi ng.

"And what was it?" Starhawk asked curiously, |ooking up at Anyog as he flicked
straight the draggled lace at his cuffs.

"Ah. Who knows? Even to adnmit know edge of its existence
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puts a man under suspicion fromAltiokis' spies, whether he knows anything
about wi zardry itself or not."

He strolled off down the hall, wiry and awkward as some strange daddy
| ongl egs, whistling an air from sone conpl ex counterpoint sonata in the dark

CHAPTER —9 —

"l

DON T LIKE IT. STAKHAWK FROWNED AS SHE STUDI ED THE
town bel ow her.

Besi de her. Ram folded his great arns against himfor warnth. In his wadded

| ayers of purple quilting, he | ooked i mense, his blunt, honely face reddened
by the cold. "It all seens quiet," he objected doubtfully.

Starhawk's gray gaze slid sideways at him "Very quiet," she agreed. "But not
one of those chimeys is snoking." She pointed, and a stray flake of nealy
snow, shaken fromthe pine boughs overhead, settled into the fleece of her

cuff. "This snow fell two nights ago, and nothing's tracked it since—not in
the street, nor fromany of those houses to the sheds behind."

Ram frowned, squinting. "You're right, lass. Your eyes are keener than mi ne
but 'twas stupid of me not to | ook. There are tracks round about the walls,
aren't there?"

"Ch, yes," Starhawk said softly. "There are tracks." She turned back
scranbl i ng down fromthe pronontory that overlooked the little valley in which
lay the village of Foonspay. Her feet slid in the slick powder of the snow
even though she stepped in her own tracks, the going was rough. Ram | ost his
bal ance twice, falling anid great clouds of billow ng powder; neverthel ess, he
of fered her his armfor support with dogged gallantry at every swell of the
ground.

Snow had fallen the night they had spent at the Peacock Inn, then rain and
nmore snow. The road, such as it was, had becone crusted and treacherous, and
they had | ost nost of a day floundering through it, exhausted by the nere
effort of
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taking a step. Around them the woods had lain in silence, a silence that
prickled al ong Starhawk's nerves. She had found hersel f |istening, seeking
some sound—any sound. But no squirrel had di sl odged snow fromthe green-bl ack
branches of the sonber pines overhead; no rabbit had squeaked in the teeth of
a fox. For two nights, not even wolves had how ed; in her scouting to both
sides of the buried road, Starhawk had seen no track of any bird or beast.

There was sonet hing abroad in the woods, sonething before which even the
wol ves ran silent.

The others felt it, too. Up ahead, she could see the six nules and the donkey
as dark bl obs on the marble whiteness of the snow, the vivid blue of Oris
quilted jacket, Anyog's rusty black, and Fawn's green and brown plaid—a tight
little cluster of colors, huddl ed together in fear. They all junped when she
and Ram emer ged dirough the trees.

"The town's deserted,"” she said as she cane near

"The buil dings are standing, but the Mdther only knows what's prow i ng around
them Let's get into the open. Then I'll take Ram and go ahead to scout the
pl ace."

The brothers nodded their agreenment, but she saw the doubt in their
faces—rris because, deep down in his heart, he believed that he should be
giving the orders, in spite of the fact that he knew Starhawk to be his
superior in matters of defense, Ram because he knew it, too, and considered it
an unseemy thing for a wonan to be.

She supposed, as she led the way cautiously down the gentle slope of the road,
t hat nost wonen woul d have been pleased and flattered by the big man's
protectiveness. She nerely found it irritating, as if he assunmed her to be
unable to protect herself—and all the worse because it was both unconsci ous
and wel |l neaning. Sun Wl f, she reflected, glancing over her shoul der at the
unnatural ly silent woods, would hel p her out of trouble, but assumed that she
could hold up her end of the fight just fine.

She scanned the sky, which was darker than the time of day could account for

t hen | ooked over her shoul der agai n—a habit she'd picked up these days. Ahead
of them the stone walls and snow | aden roofs of the town grew | arger, and she
ran her eye over them searching for sone sign, sone nmark. Her back hackl ed

wi th nervousness. The shutters of several buildings had been broken and

scrat ched, the marks yell ow agai nst the gray of weathering. She stunbled, her

feet sliding
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and breaking through the crusts of the snow, and she gripped the headstall of
the mule she led for bal ance. Behind her, the others were doing the same. The
worl d was silent but for the hiss of Orrisl cursing and the crunching of
hooves and boots in the snow. The dark buil dings seemed to stare at themwth
shadowy eyes through the mauve-tinted twlight.

Oris' voice sounded hideously loud. "You want to scout that great house there
in the center of town? The door's shut and the shutters are intact. There'l
be roomfor us there and for the beasts as well."



"Looks good," Starhawk agreed. "Ram—

The mul e beside her jerked its head free of her hold and reared up with a
pi erci ng squeal. Starhawk swung around, scanning the silent crescent of trees
at their backs.

It came lunbering fromthe woods with that queeriy staggering gait, the

eyel ess head lolling on the weavi ng neck. Starhawk yelled, "Nuuwa!" even as
Oris cried out, pointing—pointing as three nore shanbling forns dragged

t hensel ves fromthe crusted brush of the surroundi ng woods. Starhawk swore,

t hough she had known from what Anyog had said at the Peacock that there m ght
be several of them and flung Anyog the lead rein of the nmule. "Make for the
bi g house!" she called to the others. "And for God' s sake..."

Then she saw somet hing el se, a floundering in the brush all around the edges
of the woods, and she heard Anyog whi sper, "Holy Three!"

Fawn screamed

St ar hawk had never seen thai many nuuwa together. There were twenty at | east,
floundering through the snow at a jagged | ope, their m sshapen arns sw ngi ng
for bal ance. She plunged after the rest of the party, noving as fast as she
dared, her boots breaking through the buried crusts of the snow, panic heating
her veins |like cheap brandy. Her nmenories threw up at her the child she had
been, fleeing scream ng toward the Convent walls with the groani ng, nouthing
thing sl obbering at her heel s—aerging with the creatures that pursued her now.
There was a hideous slowness to the flight, like running in a dream The nuuwa
fell and rose and fell again, lunging toward themwith a terrible

i nexorability. As in a dream she could see every detail of themwth
preternatural vividness—+the deformed, discolored teeth in the gapi ng nouths,
the rotted eye sockets seared over with dirty scar tissue, the running sores
that bl otched the flabby flesh
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Ahead of her, Fawn fell for the tenth tine; Ram dragged her to her feet and
fell himself. Starhawk, stopping to let themremain ahead of her, cursed them
for a pair of paddle-footed oafs and calculated that, if they slowed the
flight much nore, none of themwould nmake it to safety.

The walls bulked up like cliffs; she could see the scattered bones of humans
and animals half covered with snow in the streets. She guessed that the
nearest nuuwa, the ones lunbering directly behind her, were sonme hundred feet
to the rear, their groaning yanmrer and the slurpy bubble of their breath
seeming to fill her ears. She thought of turning and fighting. Once she

st opped, she'd draw them and the others would go on ..

Rot that, she thought indignantly. I'"'mnot a piece of neat to be thrown to
wol ves. .,

G eat Mther, but | know what is!

She yell ed, "Anyog, stop! Stop!"

Not only the old man but the whole train checked, the nules plunging and
screamng on their | eads. Fawn slipped again and fell to her knees in the deep

snow. Starhawk yelled, "The rest of you go on! Anyog, bring back one of those
mul es! Nowl "



"What is it you're after doing..." Ovris began
Argui ng, Great Mdtherl. Starhawk thought with what horrified indignation was
left her. "Rot your eyes, get running9." she screanmed at them

"But..."
" MOVE!"

Anyog was al ready beside her, hauling one of the screanmi ng, pitching aninals
by its lead. For a nmonent, it was touch and go whether Orris would get them
all killed by continuing the discussion, but the closing ring of nuuwa around
him seenmed to decide him He threw his whol e wei ght agai nst the headstal |l s of
the mules he |l ed. Ram dragged Fawn to her feet, fighting their way along |ike
a pair of wallow ng drunks.

Gasping, his face under its little spade beard as white as his bedraggl ed
ruff, Anyog managed to get the mule within Star-hawk's range. The nearest
nuuwa were thirty feet away, howi-ing as they slithered in the snow, droo
foam ng fromtheij |lips. The Hawk stabbed her sword point-down in the snow,
whi pped the dagger from her belt, and grabbed the mule's headstall. Anyog
realized what she was doi ng and added his own weight to bring the thrashing
head down. The nule reared, and the steel bit deep into the great vein of the
neck.

She' d shoved the gory dagger back into its sheath and pulled
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her sword free before the beast even fell. It rolled to the ground, heaving in
its death agony, crimson spouting everywhere, sear-ingly bright against the
snow. She and Anyog plunged back in the direction of the town, Anyog going
like a gazelle for two steps before he outraced his own bal ance and went down
in a spraw i ng heap of bones.

Starhawk saw himfall fromthe corner of her eye; at the same time she saw the
first nuuwa fall slavering on the scream ng nmule. The stink of the fresh bl ood
drew the creatures; they were already tearing hunks of the live and stean ng
flesh fromthe mute where it lay. Anyog scranbled to his feet, neither calling
out to her nor asking her to stop, and fl oundered after her. They were past
the tine when one could wait for the other. That would only nean that they
woul d di e together.

She heard the nuuwa newi ng and wheezi ng behi nd her and the scrunch of those
staggering feet in the snow. She caught themin her peripheral vision—ene near
enough to overtake her before she reached the black cliff of the building, two
others farther back. She braced her feet and whirled, her sword a flashing arc
in the wan twlight.

The nuuwa fell back fromthe slicing blade, blood and guts dripping down from
the slit in its abdonen. Then it flung itself on her again, nouthing and
grabbing and tripping over its own entrails, as another cane |unbering up from
the side. O hers were close, she thought as she dispatched the first one. An
instant's delay would have themall on her. Two fell upon her sinultaneously.
As she severed the head of the one in front, the weight of the second struck
her back, the stink of it overwhel m ng her as the huge teeth ripped at the

| eat her of her coat. She twi sted, hacking, fighting the frenzy of panic at the



sl obbering thing that rode her. Distantly, she could hear An-yog's despairing
screans. The cl awi ng wei ght on her back bore her down, unreachable by her
sword bl ade. The hissing, foam ng mouth grated on the back of her skull. Wth
a final withe, she slithered free of her coat, springing clear and running
frantically between the houses.

The gray bul k of the largest house in town | oomed before her, broken by a

bl ack mouth of door with a mll of terrified nules around it. Scrunching
footfalls seemed to fill her ears, staggering behind her with whistling gasps
of breath. The steps of the house tripped her feet. Oris' voice baw ed curses
at the nules, and fromthe corner of her eye, she glinpsed her nearest
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pursuer—Aot a nuuwa at all, but Anyog, with one of the foul things clutching
at him clinging and draggi ng.

It felled himon the steps, alnpbst at Starhawk's feet, the greedy, filthy
mout h tearing gouts of flesh fromhis side. Star-hawk sprang down toward them
her sword blazing in the gray murk of dusk, cleaving down |like an axe on those
writhing bodies. The rest of the nuuwa were six or eight paces behind; she
dragged the old man up and flung himto the blurred purple bulk that she knew
was Ram Snapping jaws peeled three inches of |eather fromher boot-heel as
she made it through the door. The slamm ng of it was like thunder in the enpty
bui I di ng.

The nuuwa screaned out si de.

They laid Anyog down beside the fire that Fawn managed to kindle in the great
hearth of the downstairs hall. As Starhpwk had suspected, the place had been
the principal inn of Foonspay, and there were signs that nuch of the

popul ation of the village had |lived here for several days, crowded together
for protection. Wile she worked over Anyog with what makeshift dressings she
could gather, with needles and thread, boiling water, and cheap, strong w ne,
she wondered how nmany of them had been killed before they'd nanaged to get
away, and if they'd made it to safety el sewhere, or had been killed on the

r oad.

Ram and Orris took brands fromthe raised brick hearth to light their way as

t hey explored the pitch-darkness of the inn corridors while Fawn went to find
a place for the mules. Dimy, the hooting grunts of the nuuwa could be heard

beyond the thick walls and heavy shutters. Wthin, all was deathly silent.

It had been said once that w zards were Heal ers—that their power could cl eanse
t he hi dden seeds of gangrene, close the bleeding for the flesh to heal. As she
wor ked, bl oodied to the el bows, Starhawk knew that it would take such power to
save the old man's life. Against the darkness of his beard, Anyog' s face was
as col orless as wax, pinched and sunken. Long experience had given her

i nti mate know edge of the death marks, and she saw t hem here.

How | ong she worked she did not know, nor how | ong, afterward, she sat at the
old man's side, watching the colors of the fire play over the colorless flesh
of his face. She had no idea where the others were, nor, she thought to
herself, did it particularly nmatter. They had their own concerns, nerely in
staying alive; it wasn't for her to trouble themw th stale news. They nust
al) have known, when they carried the old nan in, that he would die.
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Intime, the thin, cold fingers under hers tw tched, and Anyog's creaky voice
whi spered, "My warrior dove?"

"I"'mhere," the Hawk said, her voice carefully neutral in the still,
firelighted dimess of the room To hearten him she said, "W'll turn you
over to your sister yet."

There was a thin whisper of laughter, instantly followed by an even thinner
gasp of pain. Then he murmured, "And you, ny dove?"

She shrugged. "We're going on."

"Going on." The words were no nore than the hissing of his breath. "To
G i mscar p?"

For a | ong nonment she was silent, sitting with her back to the chipped

bri ckwork of the raised hearth, |ooking down at the shrunken formthat |ay
anong the huddl e of stained bl ankets before her. Then she nodded and said
simply, "Yes."

"Ah," he whispered. "Wat other destination would you hide with such care from
our ox tean? But they are right," he murmured. "They are right. Do not go
there, child. Altiokis destroys that which is bright and pure. He will destroy
you and the beautiful Fawnie, for no other reason than that you are what you
are."

"Neverthel ess, we nust go," she said softly.

Anyog shook his head, his dark eyes opening, fever-bright in the firelight.
"Don't you understand?" he whispered. "Only another wi zard can enter his
Citadel, unless to come in as his captive or his slave. Only a wi zard can hope
to work against him Wthout magic of your own, you are hel pl ess before him
he will trap you with illusion and trick you to your own destruction. H's
power is old; it is deep; it is not the magic of humankind. An evil magic," he
murmured, the lids sliding shut once again over the glassy eyes, the flesh
around them stained dark and mottled with the sinking of his flesh. "Not to be
defied."”

Sonething rustled in the darkness. Starhawk | ooked up sharply, the coo

tension of battle leaping to her heart, but she saw nothing in the

i npenetrabl e shadows that loom:d in every corner of the vast room As lightly
as a mot her who wi shed not to disturb the sleep of her child, she slipped her
hands from beneath Anyog's and stood up, her sword springing al nost of itself
to her grip, the reflex of long years of war. Yet when she reached the stone
archway that led into the hall, she found nothing and heard no sound in the
passage beyond.

When she returned to his side. Anyog was asleep, the little
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white hands that had never done work harder than the making of music or the
writing of poens |ying as notionless as two bunches of crushed sticks upon the
sunken chest. She satisfied herself that a thread of breath still |eaked

t hrough those white Iips, then sat where she had been and gradually let the
silence surround her in a kind of despairing peace. She knew that Anyog was
right—ithout the help of a wi zard, she could not hope to enter the Citadel or



to rescue the WIf fromthe Wzard King's toils. In a way, she supposed that
she and Fawn had both known it fromthe first, though neither of them had been
willing to admit it; neither had been willing to give Sun Wl f up

From that silence, she sought the deeper stillness and peace of neditation
focusing her mind upon the Invisible Crcle, upon the music that no one could
hear. Many of the nuns had | ooked into fire to begin it; Starhawk was too good
a warrior to night-blind herself that way, but she had | earned, in her |ong
years as a nercenary, that she could find the starting place in her nind

al one.

The fire crackl ed and whispered in the grate, its unimgi nabl e variations of
color playing like silk over the edges of brick and wood and fl esh. Starhawk
becamre slowy aware of the air that stirred through the w nding corridors of
the dark inn, of the stress and wei ght of the beans where they joined

over head, and of the noldering thatch above, cloaked by the frost-silver of

t he nmobon. Her awareness spread out, |like water over a flood plain—ef the

mul es, sleeping in the darkness of what had becone their stable, of Fawn
weepi ng there, of the weighty tread of the brothers as they explored the inn,
of the nuuwa prow i ng and yanmering outside; and of the stars in the distant
ni ght .

She was aware when the still air of the roomwas touched by magic.

It cane to her as faint as a thread of half-heard nusic, but clear, like the
scent of a single rose in a darkened room She had not thought that nagic
woul d feel like that. It was nothing like the blaze of thrown fire or the
deadly webs of illusion woven by the Wzard King and spoken of in four
generations of terrified whispers. It was a very sinple thing, like the aura

of brightness that had sonetinmes seened to cling about old Sister Wllwa—akin
to neditation, but nmoving, rather than stiii.
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She heard the faint, trenbling voice of Uncle Anyog, whispering spells of
healing in the darkness.

In time, she canme out of her meditation. Anyog's nuttering voice ran on a bit,
then stilled. Wthout the shift in her consciousness, in her awareness, she

m ght have thought only that he raved with fever, and perhaps he had counted
on this. He lay nmotionless, his open eyes reflecting the enbers of the fire
like candles in a darkened room She noved toward himand rested her hand upon
hi s.

"You are a wi zard," she said softly, "aren't you?"

A hoarse rattle, like a sob, escaped his throat. "Me? Never." The dry fingers
twi tched beneath hers, lacking the strength to grip. "At one tine | thought—
thought... But | was afraid. Afraid of Altiokis—afraid of the Geat Trial
itself. I ran away—Ileft nmy master—pretended to | ove other things nore. Misic—
poenms—going in fear |lest any suspect. Garnering little pot-bound slips of
power, consumed by the dreanms of what | m ght have had."

The fever-bright eyes stared up into hers, brilliant and restless. Overhead,
the boards creaked with the brothers' heavy stride. Sonewhere in the darkness,
a mul e whuffied over its fodder. "My warrior dove," he whispered, "what is it
that you seek of the Wzard King? Wiat is this dreamthat | see in your eyes,
this dreamyou will follow to your own destruction in his Ctadel ?"



St ar hawk shook her head stubbornly. "It is not a dream" she replied, her
voice low "He is nmy chief-Altiokis has himprisoner."

"Ah." The breath ran thinly fromthe blue lips. "Altiokis. My child, he does
not lightly | oose what he has taken. Even could you find a wi zard—a true

wi zard—+to aid you, you would not live long enough to die at your captain's
side. "
"Perhaps not," Starhawk said quietly and was silent for a tine, staring into
t he sunken gl ow of the hearth; the flanes were gone, and only the deep
rippling heat of the coals was left, stronger than the fire, but unseen. At

| ength she asked, "And did giving up your dream bring you happi ness with your
safety, Anyog?"

The withered face worked briefly with pain, then grew still She thought that
he slept, but after a long silence, his lips noved. H s voice was thin and
halting. "This man whom you seek," he murrmured. "You nust |ove himbetter than
life."

St ar hawk | ooked away. The words went through her mind
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like the grinding of a sword blade in her flesh, shocking and sudden, and she
under st ood that Anyog had spoken the truth. It was a truth that she had hi dden
fromthe other warriors of Sun Wl f's troop, from Sun WIf hinmself, and from
her own consci ousness; yet she felt no surprise in knowing that it was true.
For years she had told herself that it was the loyalty a warrior owed to a
chosen captain, and that, at |east, had spared her jealousy toward the WIf's
nuner ous concubi nes. From her girl hood, she had known herself plain, and the
Wl f had his pick of beautiful girls.

But she was not the only one who | oved himbetter than life.

She cl osed her teeth hard upon that bitterness and stared dry-eyed into the
dar kness. Once the thing had been brought into the open, she could not unknow
it, but she understood why she had worked to deceive herself alnmost fromthe
first. Anything was better than the chasm of this despair.

Ram s voice echoed in the inn kitchen, through the hal f-open door that |ed
into the common room where Starhawk sat. He was saying sonething to

O ris—somet hi ng about wedgi ng the wi ndows there tighter shut—and Starhawk

si ghed. Whether her feelings toward Sun Wl f were a soldier's loyalty or a
woman' s | ove, whether he ever knew it or was even still alive to care, didn't
alter the nore i Mmedi ate fact that she was trapped in an inn with the nuuwa
yamering and chewing at the brickwork outside. First things first, she told
herself wyly, getting to her feet. There'll be time to ness with | ove—and
magi c—+f you're alive this time tonorrow

She found the brothers conferring in the shadows beside the vast, cold kitchen
hearth, the light of Oris' torch throwing reflections |like the gl eam ng eyes
of dragons on the copper bottonms of the pans and on the drinking water in the
stone basin nearby. The nuuwa couid be heard from outside, scratching and
nmout hi ng at the wi ndow franes, their grunting noans occasi onally broken by
long, piercing wails. "How is he?" Oris asked.

St ar hawk shook her head. "Tougher than he | ooks," she replied. "I'd have bet



he'd be dead by now-and | ost ny noney. Afl secure here?"

They both | ooked deeply surprised. Oris recovered hinself first and gave his
opi nion that the shutters would hold. "W've driven wedges in sone of the
downst ai rs ones," he added. "God knows there are axes and wedges aplenty in

t he wood
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room though little enough wood. But as to how we're going to get out of this
hole..."

"We' || nmanage," Starhawk said. "If worst comes to worst, we can pack Uncle
Anyog on one of the mules and | eave the rest of themas bait."

"But the pelts!" Oris protested, horrified. "And the stores! AH this summer's
trading..."

"Mother will kill us," Ram added

"She'll have to stand at the end of a long line," Starhawk reni nded him
jerking her thunb toward the shuttered wi ndows. "Were's Fawni e?"

She found Fawn in the parlor they' d converted to a stable, huddled in the
shadows anong the unl oaded packs of furs, her face buried in her hands. The
strangl ed sounds of her weeping were what had drawn Starhawk, for the room was
lightless and the |l ong corridor fromthe common room al nost so. The Hawk st ood
hi dden by the black arch of the doorway, listening to that horribly nuffled
sound, her instinct to go and confort the girl's fears forestalled by the new
awar eness that Anyog's words had brought into consci ousness within her mnd

She | oved Sun Wl f. Loved himnot as a warrior |loved a | eader, but as a wonman
| oved a man; and she coul d conceive of |oving no man but him

Her chil dhood had taught her that |ove nmeant the subjection of the will to the
wi Il of another. She had seen her nother invariably bow to her father's

wi shes, for all the |love that had been between them She renenbered those
girls who had conpeted in subservience to beconme her brothers' hunble wives,
baki ng their bread, cleaning their houses, giving up the brightness of their
youth to bear and care for their sons. She had seen Fawn—and all those other
soft, pliant girls before her—girls who had been Sun Wl f's slaves, whether
bought with nmoney or not.

There had been tines when the WIf had asked her to do things she did not

like. But his requests had never been w thout a reason, and his reasons had

al ways been honest. From being his student, she had beconme his friend, perhaps
the closest friend he had. For all his easy canmaraderie with his nen, there
was a part of hinself that he kept hidden fromthem the part of himthat
argued theol ogy on long wi nter evenings, or arranged and rearranged rocks in a
garden until they fitted his sense of stillness and perfection. To her he had
shown that part of himself—+to her only.
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Yet this girl was his wonman.

My rival, Starhawk thought, with a tang of bitter distaste. |Is that what we'l
cone to, | and this woman with whom |'ve shared a dozen canpfires over the

nmount ai ns? My conpani on in danger, who split watches with me and bargai ned
with the innkeepers? Are we going to end up hair-pulling, like a couple of



village girls fighting over the affections of one of the local |outs?

The thought was ugly to her, like the base and soiling nenories of her ol der
brothers' sweethearts and their cheap subterfuges to gain dances with them at
the fairs.

And, for that matter, what has Fawn taken from nme? Nothing that | ever would
have had. | broke ny vows for Sun Wbl f and broke nmy body to learn fromhimthe
hard skills of war. I'Il never regret doing either of those things—but from
the first, he never wanted ne for his wonan.

Isn't it enough to be counted as his friend?

The wonman in her renmenbered how Fawn had rested her small hands so lightly on
t he broad shoul ders and kissed the thin place at the top of his hair. No, it
wasn't enough.

Yet she saw also, with curious clarity, that Fawn had all the things that she
hersel f | acked—gent| eness, the capacity to receive | ove w thout distrusting
the notives of its giver, the yielding softness that conpl emented the WIf's
overwhel mi ng strength, and the nagic garment of her beauty that made her
precious in his eyes.

It woul d be easier, she reflected, ifFawnie were a spoiled, grasping little
bitch. Then, at least, | would know what to feel, But then, of course, the
Wl f woul d not have chosen her for his own. And she would certainly not have
sold all that she had and |left safety and confort to seek hi manong the
dangers of Altiokis' Citadel

Fawn was ei ghteen, wetched, and very frightened; it was this, rather than any
consi deration of Sun Wl f one way or the other, that finally drew the Hawk to
her side, to confort her in awkward and unaccustoned arns.

In spite of her exhaustion, Starhawk slept badly that night after her watch.
Anyog's words returned to her, again and again: You must |ove himbetter than

life... Only another wi zard can enter his Ctadel... Only a wizard... Hs
power is old; it is deep ... An evil nmgic, not to be defied..
Never fall in [ove and never mess with magic..

In her dreans, she found herself stumbling through tortuous.
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shadow haunt ed hal | ways, where the trunks of trees forced apart the stones of
the crunmbling walls and weeds trailed in the water that pool ed across the
sliny floors. She was seeking for soneone, sonmeone who could help her, and it
was desperately inportant that she find himbefore it was too late. But she
had never sought anyone's help before this; her battles she had al ways fought
al one—she did not know the words to call out. In the darkness, she heard
Sister Wllwa's neat little footfalls retreating fromher, saw the pal e gl eam
of Anyog's starched, white ruff. And behind her fromthe vine-choked turnings
of the corridors, other sounds canme to her—bl undering bodi es and harsh,

snuf fling breath. She struggled to break the grip of the dream but she was
too tired; the slobbering, mew ng sounds in the dark seemed to cone cl oser

Wth a great effort, she opened her eyes and saw Fawn sitting on the raised
hearth, bending over to catch the words that Uncle Anyog was whi spering. The



redness of the sunken fire outlined her face in an edge of ruby; her lips

| ooked taut and set. The air of the roomwas stuffy. Through the muzzi ness of
hal f sl eep, Starhawk heard Ram and Oris nmaking their rounds el sewhere in the
i nn—soft, blundering noises, bickering voices. Uncle Anyog fell silent, and
Fawn reached down to wi pe the sweat that beaded his sunken cheeks.

Then she got to her feet and gathered her plaid cloak around her over the
white shift that was all that she wore. Her unbound hair glinted with slivers
of anber and carneb'an in the dying fight. Starhawk asked her cloudily, "Where
are you goi ng?"

"Just to get sone water," Fawn said, putting her hand to the kitchen door
There was a basin there, Starhawk renenbered, her tired mnd nmoving slowy.
She'd seen it when she'd spoken to Ramand Oris, standing next to the
nonstrous darkness of the overhanging chimey ... the chimmey ..

Her shout of "No!" was drowned in Fawn's scream as the door opened.

She thought, later, that she must have been on her feet and noving even as
Fawn cried out. She caught up the blanket as a shield; that and the thick
folds of the cloak that Fawn still clutched around her body were enough to
entangle the first ouuwa and save Fawn fromits ripping rush. The second and
third bl undered over the struggling, howing nmonster on the threshold.

St arhawk decapitated one even as it plunged at her, then whirled to hack at
the other as it ripped a nouthful of
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still chewi ng, the hands clutching at the girl as if it could devour her
still.

St ar hawk ki cked shut the kitchen door and slamred the bolt, catching a vague
gli npse of other nmovenment, struggling and flopping, in the vicinity of the
heanh.

When she turned back, Ramand Oris were already cutting | oose the thing that
gri pped Fawn. By the Sight of Ramis torch, jl could be seen to be covered with
soot that made a bl acki sh muck, mngled with its spouting bl ood. Fawn was
unconsci ous. Fora sickening instant, Starhawk thought that she was dead.

The Wl f will never forgive ne...

My rival...

Was | deliberately slow?

Great Mdther, no wonder he says it's unprofessional to |ove! It makes hash of
your fighting instinct!

"They're coming down the chimey," she said. Ramwas just standing up. It
couid not have been nore than sixty seconds fromthe tine Fawn had opened the
ki tchen door, "They'll be all over the roof."

Wth a quickness astonishing in so huge a man, Ram was at the nearest w ndow,
peering through a knot in the shutter at the thin moonlight outside. From
within the kitchen, there was a crashing and a vast yammer of sounds; the



great bolts of the door sagged suddenly under the heavi ng wei ght of bodies.

"Can we break for it?" he demanded, turning back. The dot of nponlight |ay
like alittle coin on his Hat-boned, unshaven cheek

"Are you mad?" Oris denanded hoarsely. "They'll be off the roof and on our
backs—

"Not if we torch the inn."
"Look, you gaum snatched cully, they'll have left some to guard the doors—

"No," the Hawk said. She'd rushed to the other side of the roomto open the
shutter there a crack. The chink of air showed the white snow of the street
enpty between the bl ackness of the buildings. "They don't even have the brains
to work in concert, as wolves do. Having found a way into the inn, they'll al
take it. Listen, they don't even know enough for themall to throw thensel ves
agai nst the door at once or to use the table in there for a ram™

Oris got to his feet, with Fawn linp and white in his arnms, except for the
spreadi ng snmear of crinson on her shift. "By
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the Three, creatures nore witless than ny brothers!" he cried. "I never
t hought to find them"

"You'll find as many of themas you can do with, if you don't stir those
noss-grown cl ubs you' ve been calling feet all these years," Ram snapped,
maki ng a run for the nules' parlor. Starhawk was sei zing torches and throw ng
t oget her beddi ng, one ear turned always to listen to the growing din in the
ki tchen. She raked what was left in the woodbox agai nst the kitchen door and
pi cked up a torch fromthe blaze on the hearth.

"What about Anyog?" O ris demanded, and knelt at the old man's side. "W can't
make a litter, nor even a travois ..."

"Pack himlike killed meat, then," the Hawk retorted, having been taken off
battlefields that way herself. "He'll die, anyway, if he's left here." Already
she coul d see the hinges of the kitchen door noving under the thrashing
weight. Oris stared at her, gape-nmouthed with horror. "Rot you, do as | say!"
she shouted, as she would at a trooper in battle. "W haven't tinme to waste!"

Oris scranbled to obey her. If Anyog is a wizard, she thought, Altiokis or no
AU okis, he' Il put forth what power he has to stay alive. That's all we can
hope for now.

But just as she was a professional soldier, the brothers were professional

mer chants and could pack five mules and a donkey with the |ightning speed
acquired in hundreds of energency di sencanpnents. In nmonents, it seened, the
mul es were squealing and kicking in the hall, with Oris t-rsing them and
lashing at themwith a switch. Ram cane running back to Starhawk's side, an
axe and wedges fromthe wood roomlike toys in his great hands. Fromthe tai

of her eye, Starhawk had a glinmpse of the long, muffled bundl e that was Uncle
Anyog tied over the back of one nule and of Fawn, somehow on her feet and
wrapped in the old man's rusty black coat, stunbling to open the great outside
doors.



Icy air streanmed in on them The ululations of the creatures in the kitchen
had grown to fever pitch. The doors were saggi ng as she and Ram nade t he
rounds of the other parlors. Flane |icked upward over the rafters and bl azed
inthe mules' straw that diey'd scattered across the floor. The kitchen door
was breaking as she flung her torch at it, then raced back through the furnace
of the common roomto where Ramwaited for her, framed against the snowy night
beyond.

Hal f a dozen wedges seal ed the doors. As they sprang down the steps to where
Oris waited with the mules, the Hawk gl anced back to see, silhouetted against
the roof flanmes, the
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bl ack shapes of the nuuwa, shrieking and screaming |ike the souls of the
damed in the Trinitarian hells.

Not hi ng chal | enged them as they nmade their way fromthe town. As they wound
their way up the road into the nmountains beyond, they could see the |ight
behind themfor a long tine.

CHAPTER —10 —
"M
. OTHER S CRYI NG

Sun Wbl f glanced up at this new, soft voice intruding into the solitude of the
rai n-wet garden. Sheera's daughter, Trella, who was sitting beside himwith
the trowel and handrake in her small grip, said automatically, "She isn't
either."”

The tiny boy who had brought this news picked his way through the danp, turned
ground to where the WIf and the little girl sat on a huge rock; he seened
infinitely careful about not getting nud on his black slippers and hose.
Trelia, who was six and had been assisting Sun Wl f in his duties as gardener
since he had come to Sheera's townhouse, had no such considerations. Her black
wool skirts were kilted up alnmost to her thighs, and two little legs in

wri nkl ed bl ack stockings stuck out over the edge of the rock like sticks.

The boy said nothing, only stared at them both with Sheera's beauti ful
pansy- brown eyes.

"Mt her never cries nowadays. And Nurse says you're not supposed to suck your
thunb |i ke a baby," Trella added, as a clinching argument.

He renoved thunb from nouth, but held onto it with his other hand, as if he
were afraid it would fall off or dry out if not protected. "She cried when
Fat her died," he said defensively. "And Nurse says you're not supposed to sit
on rocks and plays with the slaves."

"I"'mnot playing with him |'mhelping himwork," Trella said with dignity.
“"Aren't | ?"

"I ndeed you are," Sun Wl f replied gravely, but there was
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a glitter of amusenent in his beer-colored eyes as he regarded Sheera's
chil dren.

He sel dom saw Graal Gal enas, age four; though the boy was physically a

m ni ature Sheera, he was soft, rather tinmd, and stood very rmuch upon his
dignity as the head of the House of Galernas. Trella presumably favored their
deceased father; she was a sandy-haired, hazel -eyed, snub-nosed child who
stood in awe of no one but her beautiful nother. Sun Wl f had nmet the two when
they' d sneaked away fromtheir nurse to play in the orangery, as was evidently
their wont. It was a custom Sheera had never nentioned, and he wondered if she
knew. Graal had bored quickly of gardening, but Trella had hel ped himbuild

t he successi on houses al ong the south orangery wall, in the course of which
project she had provided himw th a surprising and varied assortnent of

i nformati on about Sheera herself.

Now Graal said, "She did too cry when Father died."

Trell a shrugged. "She was crying before that. She cried when the nessengers
cane to the house about the battle and she was cryi ng when she got back from
Lady Tilth's later that day. And | heard her crying down in the kitchen when
she was mulling some wi ne for Father."

"She never did that," her brother contradicted, still hanging onto his thunb.
"We've got servants to null wine." He was shivering, despite the silver-laced
vel vet of his tiny doublet; though it had stopped raining some hours ago, the
day was cold and the air danp. In the barren drabness of the enpty garden, he
| ooked li ke a dropped jewel against the dirt.

"Well, she did too," Trella retorted. "I was playing in the pantry and |I heard
her. And then she went up to her roomand cried and cried and she was still up
t here when Father got stomach cranps and died, so there."

Tears fl ooded the boy's soft eyes, and his thunb returned to his nouth. Around
it he munbl ed wetchedly, "Nurse says you're not supposed to play in the
pantry."

"That was nonths and nmonths and nmonths ago, and if you tattle, I'lIl put a
snail in your bed." Just to be prepared, she hopped down fromthe rock and
began to hunt for the promi sed snail. Gaal backed hastily away and fl ed

crying toward the house.

Sun Wbl f sat, his knees drawn up, on the river-snoothed stone and watched the
child go. Then he glanced back at the little girl, still grubbing purposefully
about in the | oose, turned
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earth of the rock garden bed he'd been preparing. "He | oved your father
didn't he?"

She strai ghtened up, flushed and sullen. "He's just a baby." That, evidently,
settled father and brother both.

If ;hey knew so nuch, the WIf wondered whether they knew about their nother
and Tarrin as well.



He hinself would no nore have told a child that her father was a col |l aborat or
or her nother a slut than he woul d have whi pped a puppy for something it did
not do, and for pretty much the sane reasons. He | ooked upon children as young
animal s, and neither Graal nor Trella seened to mind this offhand treatnent.
But his own chil dhood had taught himthat there was very little that men and
worren woul d not do to their children

He wondered what it was that Sheera had gotten fromYirth to put in her
husband' s mul | ed w ne.

Wnd stirred the bare branches of the hedges above the holl ow where they

wor ked; silver droplets of rain shook | oose over them Sun WIf paid the drops
no heed-he'd been wet and cold a good portion of his |ife and thought nothing
of it—and Trella, who had been consciously initating himfor sonme weeks,

i gnored themas well. The snell of the earth mingled with the danp, nusty
silence as he arranged and rearranged the smooth, bare bones of the rocks,
seeki ng the indefinable harnmony of shape, and it wasn't until nuch later that
Trella broke the silence.

"She isn't crying," she declared. After a nonent she added, "And anyway, it's
just because that man's here to see her."

"That man," Sun Wl f knew, was Derroug Dru, Altiokis' governor of Mandrigyn.
Sure enough, a short while later he saw the dapper little figure of the
governor energe fromthe orangery and stroll along the path with a servant to
hold a gilt-tasseled unbrella over his head. The fanmily resenbl ance to
Drypettis was marked; both were tiny, but where Drypettis was sl ender
Governor Derroug Dru was a skinny, crooked little runt, the haughty set of
whose head and shoul ders dwindled rapidly to weak and spindly legs. One | eg
was not hing nore than a tw sted bone cased in silken hose whose discreet
paddi ng accentuated, rather than hid, its deformty; he walked with a cane,
and Sun Wl f had seen how all of his entourage slowed their steps to match
his, not out of courtesy, but out of fear. Hi s thinning brown hair was

suspi cously bright around the tenples, and his eyes,
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brown and di ssi pated, were carefully painted to hide the worst marks of
excess. Right now, he had only the one servant with him but the WIf knew he
usually traveled with a whol e shoal of hangers-on and several bodyguards. He
was not a man popul ar in Mandrigyn.

Anber Eyes had told the Wl f that before Aitiokis had taken the town, she and
her friends used to draw straws, the short straw having to take Derroug. Since
he had become governor, his vices had becone nore open

Sun Wbl f bent his head, snoothing the danp earth around the stones. He heard
the tap of the cane and the slightly dragging stride pause on the flagstoned
path; he felt the nman's eyes on him hating himfor his height. Then Derroug
passed on. It was beneath the dignity of the governor of Mandrigyn to notice a
sl ave seriously.

At his elbow, Trella's voice whispered, "I hate him"

He glanced fromthe little girl to the elegant figure ascending the terrace
steps, a splash of white fur and lilac silks against the nottled grays and
noss-stai ned reds of the back of the house and the startling white of the

mar bl e of pavement and pilaster. Sheera never spoke of the govenor, but he had
cone to see her several tinmes since the WIf had been there, and never when



Drypettis was present. Sun Wbl f guessed that the little woman ran interference
bet ween her brother and her friend-which, totally aside fromher fornmer
position in the conspiracy, mght explain Sheera's attachnment to her

It had begun to rain again. The children's nurse cane bustling along the path
to scold Trella for being out without a maidservant, for not wearing her
veils, for getting her hands dirty, and for consorting with a rough and dirty
man. "Speaking to a man alone... a fine little trull people will take you
for!" she clucked, and Trella hung her head.

Sun Wbl f wi ped his hands on his patched breeches and said dryly, "I've been
accused of a lot of things in nmy time, woman, but this is the first anyone's
ever thought 1'd try to corrupt a six-year-old.” He did not like the nurse.

She el evated her well-shaped little nose to a slightly nore |ofty angle than
usual and retorted, "It is the principle. A girl cannot |earn too young what
is beyond the lines of propriety. It appalls ne to see what is happening in
the town these days—wonen goi ng barefaced and sitting right out at the
counters of public shops like prostitutes in their w ndows... and consorting
with prostitutes, too, | shouldn't wonder! That hussy who was
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here earlier actually had paint on her face! Wat ny old | ord woul d have
said..."

She retreated down the path, holding the unwilling child close to her skirts,
clucking and fluttering to herself about the city's fall fromvirtue.

Sun Wbl f shook his head and gathered up his tools. The rain was the fine,

bl owi ng, fitful sort that heral ded a heavier stormcone nightfall; it
pl astered his |Iong hair down over his shoul ders and soaked quickly through the
coarse canvas of his shirt. Still, he stood for a tine, studying the rocks

where he'd settled them+the smooth granite boul der buried half heeled over, so
that the long fissure in its side was visible and it formed a sort of cave
underneat h, protected by the four smaller stones. The lines of it were right,
maki ng a sort of rnusic against the starkness of the liver-colored earth, but
he thought that he would have liked to have Starhawk's opi nion

In a way it troubled him how often that thought had crossed his nind

He had al ways known she was a good lieutenant. Not only her skill in taking on
and defeating much |larger nen but also the i nhunman col d-bl oodedness that she
habi tual |y showed the troops put themin awe of her, and that was as it should
be. As a |l eader, he had val ued her wary painstaki ngness and her |ucidness in
defining problens and solutions. As a man set apart by his position as chief,
he had val ued her conpany.

It wasn't until now that he realized how nmuch he sinply valued her. On
canpai gn, days or weeks might go by without his seeing her, but he had known
she was al ways there. Now s sonetinmes he would waken in the night and realize
that if something went w ong-whi ch he had no doubt that it woul d—he woul d
never see her again. He had half expected to die in Mandrigyn, but he had
never before thought of death in those terns.

It was a dangerous thought, and he pushed il fromhis mnd as he entered the
vast brown shadows of the orangery. It was, he thought, what his father had
nmeant when he spoke of going soft—a blurring on the hard edge of a warrior's
heart. And why, damm it all? Starhawk wasn't even pretty.



Not what nost fools would call pretty, anyway.
Rai n beat on the portion of the orangery roof that was not covered by the
loft. The great room echoed softly with its dull roaring. In the nowfamliar

darkness, the few trees that had not been noved out into the successi on houses
wer e grouped
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like sleeping trolls in a corner, concealing the practice hacking-posts. The

table still stood at the end of the roomnear the door that led to his narrow
stairs. On an overturned tub, her head in her hands, staring blindly at the
gray boards of the wall, sat Sheera, the heavy wool of her crinmson gown

falling like a river of blood about her feet.
Her son had been right. She had clearly been crying.

Her eyes, when she raised them as he passed, were red-rinmred and swol | en, but
he saw her force hardness into themand calminto her face. She said, "How
soon can the wonen be ready to attack the nines?"

"Wth or without a wizard to hel p?" he countered.

The tiredness in her face turned to anger, like a flash of |ighted WAsting
powder, and she opened her nmouth to snap sonething at him

"A real wzard, not the | ocal poison nonger."

The red lips closed, and the hard lines that he had lately seen so often
carved thenselves fromthe flared nostrils to the taut corners of her nputh.
"How | ong?"

"A nont h—si x weeks."
"That's too long."
He shrugged. "You're the commander —Commander. "

He turned to go, and she surged to her feet and seized his arm thrusting him
around to face her again. "Wat's wong with going in now?"

"Not hi ng," he said. "As long as you don't care that all of your friends who've
been | oyal enough to you—and to their patriotic and pox-rotted cause—+to hal f
kill thenmselves and put their famlies in danger by |learning how to soldier
are going to die because you lead theminto battle half prepared.”

Her hand dropped fromhis armas if his flesh had turned to a serpent's
scal es. But he saw in her anger a lurking fear as well, the desperation of a
worman fighting fate and circunmstance with dwi ndling reserves of strength.

"Don't you understand?" she asked, her voice trenmbling with weariness and
rage, "Every day we wait, he gets stronger; and every day we wait, the chances
double that Tarrin will be hurt or put to death in the mnes. They already
suspect him of organi zing trouble there; he has been whi pped and racked for
it, then thrown back onto the chain to do his full share of the work with his
[inbs half dislocated. One day word of it will get back to Altiokis. But
without him the men's resistance would crunble—he is all their hope, and the
bri ghtness of his
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courage all that stands between their minds and the nunbi ng despair of
sl avery.

"1 know," she whispered. "He is a bomleader, a born king; and he has a king's
magi c, to draw the hearts of his followers unquestioningly. | |oved himfrom
the nonent we net; fromthe instant we laid eyes on each other, we knew we
woul d be | overs."

"And does that keep you fromplaying along with the courtship of Derroug Dn®"
the Wl f demanded sni dely.

"Courtshi p?" She spat the word at himscornfully. "Pah! Is that what you think
he wants? Marriage or even an honorabl e | ove? You don't know the man. Because
I was the wife of his chief supporter, the nost inportant and richest nan of
his faction in the town, he held off. But he would always follow me with his
eyes. Now he cones around |ike a dog when the bitch is in season ..."

Sun Wbl f | eaned his broad shoul ders agai nst one of the rude cedar pillars that
hel d up the roof, "Then | guess poi soning your husband was a little hasty on
your part, wasn't it?"

Her eyes flashed at himlike a beast's in the gloomof the vast hall. "Hasty?"
she snarled at him "Hasty, when that pig had pretended to go over to Tarrin's
faction, during the feuding before Altiokis' attack; when he encouraged every
man loyal to Tarrin, every man loyal to his city, to join Tarrin's arny,

al ready knowi ng what woul d happen to themat Iron Pass? There was nothi ng he
did not deserve for what he did that day."

She was striding back and forth, the faint sheen fromthe w ndows rippling
like light on an animal's pelt, her face white against the bl oody col or of her
gown and the bl ackness of her hair. "Wat he did that day has cut across ny
life, cut across the life of every person in this city. It has left us
uproot ed, robbed us of the ones we |ove, and put us in continual peril of our
lives. What did he deserve, if not that?"

"I don't know," Sun Wbl f said quietly. "Considering that's exactly what you
did to ne, without so much as a second thought, | can't give a very fair
answer to that question." He left her and nounted the dark, enclosed stairway
to his loft, the rain beating |ike thunder around hi mand over his head.

CHAPTER —11 —
T WAS RAINING IN PERGEM S.  THE HARD, LEADEN DOANPOUR

beat a fierce tattoo on the peaked slate roofs of that crowded city with a
sound al most like the drunm ng of hail. The cobbl estones of the sl oping
street, three storeys bel ow t he w ndow where Starhawk sat, were running like a
river; white streans frothed fromthe gutters of the roofs. Beyond the

cl ose-angl ed stone walls, the distant sea was the sane cold, deep gray as the
sky.

St arhawk, |eaning her forehead against the glass, felt it |ike danmp ice

agai nst her skin. Sonewhere in the tall, narrow house she could hear Fawn's
voi ce, light and bantering, the tone she used to speak to the children. Then
her footfalls cane dancing down the stairs.

She is on her feet again, the Hawk thought. // is lime to travel on

The thought pulled at her, like a | oad resunmed before the back was fully



rested. She wondered how many days they had |l ost. Twenty? Thirty? What mi ght
have befallen the WIf in those days?

Not hi ng that she coul d have renedi ed, she thought. And she could not have |eft
Fawn.

By the time they had reached the crossroads, where the southward way to the
Bi ght Coast parted fromthe highland road that |ed to Racken Scrag and
eventually to Grinscarp, the mauled flesh of Fawn's arm and throat had begun
to fester. Starhawk had done what she could for it. Anyog, whose hurts
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by chance or nmagic renained clean, was far too ill to help her. There had been
no question of a parting of the ways.

By the time they had reached Pergem s, Fawn had been raving, nmoaning in an
agony of pain and calling weakly for Sun Wolf. In the blurred nightmare of
days and nights that had followed, in spite of al! that the | ady Pel Farstep
could do, the girl had wandered in desperate delirium sobbing for himto save
her .

During those first four or five days in the house of the w dowed not her of Ram
and Orris, Starhawk had known very little beyond unrenmitting tiredness and
fear and renenbered clearly neeting no one but Pel herself. The nother of the
ox teamwas ridiculously like her brother Anyog—small, wiry, with hair as
crisp and white-streaked as his beard. She had taken i medi ate charge of Fawn
and Starhawk both, nursing the sick girl tirelessly in the intervals of
runni ng one of the nmost thriving mercantile establishnents in the town.
Star-hawk's nenories of that tine were a blur of stinking poultices that
burned her hands, herbed steam and the cool ness of |avender water, exhaustion
such as she had never known in war, and a bitter, guilty wetchedness that
returned like the hurt of an old wound every tinme she saw Fawn's white, drawn
face. The other menbers of the household had been only voices and occasi ona
faces peering in at the door

Her only clear recollection of the events of that tinme had been of the night
they had cut half a handful of suppurating flesh from Fawn's wound. She had
sat up with Fawn afterward, the girl's faint, sleeping breath the only sound
in the dark house. She had neditated, found no peace in it, and was sitting in
t he cushi oned chair beside the bed, staring into the darkness beyond the
singl e candl e, when Anyog had come in, panting with the exertion of having
dragged hinself there fromhis own roomon the other side of the house. He had
shaken of f her anxious efforts to make himsit; up until recently he had been
worse off than Fawn and still |ooked like a corpse in its w nding sheet,

wr apped in his draggled bed robe.

He had only clung to her for support, gasping, "Swear to ne you will tell no
one. Swear it on your life." And when she had sworn, he had sat on the edge of
the bed and clunsily, with the air of one |Iong out of practice, worked spells
of healing with hands that shook from weakness.

Pel Farstep had remarked to Starhawk after this that her
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brother's sleep seened troubled. In his nightmares, he could be heard to
whi sper the nane of the Wzard King.

In addition to Pel, the famly consisted of her three sons—Inber was the

ol dest, splitting the headship of the Farstep merchant interests with
her—+nber's wife Gllie, and their horrifyingly enterprising offspring, Idjit
and Keltic. Idjit was three, alarm ngly suave and ni nbl e-tongued for a boy of
his years and masterfully adept at getting his younger sister to do his

m schief for him In the spring, Gllie expected a third child. "W're praying
for another lassie," Inber confided to Starhawk one evening as she played at
finger swords with Idjit before the kitchen hearth, "given the peck of trouble
this lad' s been."

The househol d further boasted a maid, a manservant, and three clerks who sl ept
in the attics under the streami ng slates of the roof, plus two cats and three
of the little black ships' dogs seen in such nunbers about the city. Pel ruled
the whol e concern with brisk love and a rod of iron

It was a house, Starhawk thought, in which she could have been happy, had
t hi ngs been ot herw se.

There woul d be no glory here, she mused, gazing out into the dove-col ored
afternoon rain; none of the cold, bright truth of battle, where all things had
the shine of triunph, edged in the inky shadow of death. There was none of the
strenuous beauty of the warrior's way here and no one here who woul d
understand it. But life in nore nuted colors could be confortable, too. And
she woul d not be |onely.

Lonel i ness was not hing new to Starhawk. There were times when she felt that
she had al ways been | onely, except when she was with Sun Wl f.

These days of rest had given her time to be alone and tinme to neditate, and
the deep calmof it had cleared her thoughts. Having adnmtted her love to
hersel f, she did not know whether she could return to being what she had been
but without the Wl f's presence, she knew that it would not rmuch matter to her
where she was or what she did. There was the possibility—the probability
after so much time—that he was dead and that her |ong quest would find only
dar kness and grief at its end.

Yet she could not conceive of abandoning that quest.

U was nearing lanplighting tine. The roomwas on the south side of the house,
facing the sea, and brightness Iingered on there when, in the rest of the
house, Gllie and the nmaid Pearl began to set out the fat, while, beeswax
candl es and the | anps
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of multicolored glass. The hangi ngs of the bed—the best guest bed that she had
shared with Fawn for the | ast week, since Fawn's recovery—were a rich shade of
red in daylight, but in this half-light they | ooked al nbst black, and the
colors of the frieze of stenciled flowers on the pale plaster of walls had
grown vague and indi stinguishable in the shadows. Opposite her, above the
heavy carved dresser, a big rmural showed sone | ocal saint wal king on the
waters of the sea to preach to the nermaids, with fish and octopi neticul ously
depi cted pl ayi ng about his toes.



Sitting in the wi ndow seat, Starhawk pulled the thick folds of her green wool
robe cl oser about her. Her hair was danmp fromwashing and still snelled of
her bed soap. She and Ram had taken Idjit and baby Keltie down wal ki ng on the
stone quays after lunch, as the gulls wheel ed overhead pi pi ng warni ngs of the
com ng storm The expedition had been a success. Idjit had induced Keltie to
fetch himcrabs fromone of the tide pools at the far end of the hom of |and
that |ay beyond the edge of the docks, and Starhawk had had to slop to the
rescue, with Ram hovering anxiously about, warning her not to be hurt. A npst
sati sfying day for all concerned, she thought and grinned.

For a wonman who had spent her entire life in the conpany of adults—either nuns
or warriors—she was appalled at howidiotically fond she was of children

It would not be easy, she knew, to | eave this pleasant house, particularly in
[ight of what she and Fawn nust face.

Yet the days here had been fraught with guilty restl essness; nights she had
| ai n awake, listening to the girl's soft breath beside her, wondering if the
days she spent taking care of Fawn were bought out of Sun Wl f's life.

But she coul d not abandon her anong strangers. And this know edge had nade

St ar hawk phil osophical. There had been entire days in which she had been truly
able to rest and peaceful evenings in the great kitchen or in the famly room
listening to G Hi e play her bone flute and tal king of travel and far places
with Ram When Fawn was able to conme haltingly down the stairs, she joined
them Starhawk was anused to see that she had won O ris' busy heart with her
qui ck under standi ng of noney and trade.

For Starhawk, at such tines, it was as if she had refound her ol der brothers.
After Pel and Fawn and G Ilie had taken thenselves off to bed, she had spent
eveni ng after evening
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drinking and dicing with the three big oxen, telling stories, or listening to
t hem speak of the northeastward roads.

"You aren't the only ones who've spoken of the nuuwa running in bands these
days," I nmber said, tucking his |ong-stenmed pipe into the corner of his nmouth
and gazing across the table at Starhawk with eyes that were as blue, but nmuch
qui cker and shrewder, than those of either of his brothers. "After these
gonerils left for the North, we had word of it, before the weather closed the
sea lanes. | had fears they'd conme to grief in the nountains.”

Oris frowned. "You nean, others have seen bands as big?"

"Eh—twi ce and three times that size." |Inber |eaned forward to his carved chair
and pushed his glass toward Ram who had charge of the pitcher of nulled wi ne.
"Fl eg Barnhithe told nme sone sheepnman fromthe Thanel ands said there'd been a

band there nunbered near forty..."

"Forty!" the others cried, aghast.



"They're breeding up in the nountains somewhere." |nber sighed, shaking his
head. "It's made fair hash of the overland roads. Them and ot her things, other
ki nds of nonsters..."

St ar hawk frowned, renenbering her words with Anyog in the half darkness of the
corridor of the deserted Peacock Inn. "Breeding?" she said softly. "Now, |'ve
heard tell they're nmen—or were once nen."

"That's inpossible," Oris stated, a little too quickly. "Blinding's a

puni shment that's practiced everywhere, and those who are blinded don't even
| ose their reason, much less turn into—+nto those. And anyway, a blinded man
doesn't follow the way they do. Nor has any nman that kind of —ef insane
strength.”

But his eyes flickered as he spoke, and there was a touch of fear in his
voi ce; if the nuuwa had once been nmen, the hideous corollary was that any man
stood in danger of becom ng a nuuwa.

"I"ve seen men close to that kind of strength in battle,” Starhawk objected.
She fol ded her |ong, bony hands on the waxed oak of the table top. "I've met
men you'd have to kill to stop—sen driven by necessity for survival out of al
bounds of human strength.”

"But if it was a thing thai—+that happened, as if it were a sickness, wouldn't

it happen to wonen, too? | don't think anyone's ever seen a woman of 'em
"But that goes double for them breeding,"” Ram pointed out.
filling the glasses with the wine like molten gold in the gleam ng | anplight.

"Anyroad, they'd never reproduce—they'd eat their own young, as they do
everything el se they conme on."

"The Mot her doesn't nold themout of little clay bits," Starhawk said.

Oris laughed. "You'll never convince our Ramof it.

"Nah, just because he didn't have no schooling, bar what the wardens of the
jail could give him.." Inber teased, his eyes sparkling with mn schief.

"Better nor what the kennel man gave you," Ramretorted with a broad grin, and
t he di scussi on degenerated into the rough-and-tunble kidding that Starhawk had
grown used to in that boisterous house.

But the nenory of that evening came back to her now as she thought of taking
the road again. She shivered and drew up her knees under the soft folds of the
robe, resting her chin on her crossed wists. Neither she nor Fawn had spoken
to any of themof their destination; not for the first tine, she was thankful
for the brothers' collective denseness that prevented them from guessi ng what
Anyog had known. She had no desire to deal with the overwhel mi ng rush of
protecti veness that even the suspicion would have brought out in them

From somewher e bel ow, she caught Fawn's voice, like a drift of passing
perfune; " if that's the case, then keeping a fortified post in the North
open year-round woul d pay, wouldn't it?"

Pel's brisk tones replied, "Yes, but the returns on the trade in onyx
alone..."

It nust have been years, the Hawk thought, since Fawn had been in conpany wth
t he kind of people she had grown up with, years since she had heard that



clever, practical |auguage of finance and trade. Starhawk smiled a little to
hersel f, remenbering Fawn's shanmefaced admi ssion that she was a nerchant at
heart. Her father—whose bones had been lying these two years, bleached where
t he robbers had scattered them—had tried to nmake a great |ady of her; Sun
Wl f had nade a skilled and practiced mstress of her; it was only now, after
trial and struggl e and desperate adventure, that Fawn was free to fly her own
colors. In spite of what she knew to be their rivalry for the same man,

St ar hawk was proud of her

Heavy footfalls creaked in the hallway. Rams, she identified them and
realized that the room had grown dark. She got to her feet and lighted a spil
fromthe enbers of the gl ow ng
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hearth. She was touching the light to the wick of a brass lanp in the shape of
a joyous dol phin when the footsteps paused, and Raml s hesitant knock sounded
at the door.

" St arhawk?" He pushed it shyly open. He, too, was sleek and danp from his
bath, the sl eeves of his reddish-bronze tunic turned back from enornous
forearns, the thin, gold neck chain he wore Iike a streak of flame in the

[ anpl i ght.
She smled at him "The infants all bat hed?"

He [ aughed. "Aye, for all that Keltic wailed and screaned until I'd let her
bathe with Idjii and ne. It was a fine, wet time we had in the kitchen, let ne
tell you. It's like high tide on the floor, and the steamlike the fogs in
spring.”

St ar hawk chuckl ed at the thought, noticing, as she smled up at him how the
rose-anmber of the |light put streaks of deep gold in his brown hair and tiny

reflections in his eyes. She saw the graveness of his face and her | aughter

f aded.

"Starhawk," he said quietly, "you spoke this afternoon of noving on. Going
away to seek this man of Fawnie's. Mist you?"

.this man of Fawnie's. She | ooked away, down at her own hands, spangl ed
with the topaz reflections of the lamp's facets. Trust Ram she thought, to go
protective on nme... "I'll have to go sooner or later," she replied. "It's
better now "

"Must it be-sooner or |ater?"

She said nothing. The oil hissed faintly against the cold netal of the |anp;

the snmell of the scented whale oil, rich and faintly flowery, canme hot to her
nostrils, along with the bland snelis of soap and wool. She did not neet his
eyes.

"I'f the man's been missing this long, he's likely dead," Ram persisted softly.
"Starhawk, | know you have vows of loyalty to himas your chief and | respect
that, | truly do. Bui—eould you not stay with us?"



The drumming of the rain on the slates crept into her silence, and the nenory
of the bleak cold of the roads. She felt the bitter, weary know edge that she
woul d have to find a wi zard sonewhere, if she wanted to have any chance at the
tower of Grinscarp at all, and that the going would be harder now, wth maybe
only that final grief at the end.

/[l it's this hard for ne, she thought, what will it be for Fawn, al one

Doggedl y, she shook her head, but could not speak

"I'n the spring..." he began

"In the spring, it will be too late." She raised her head and
saw his face suddenly taut with enotion, the big square chin thrust out and
the flat |lips pressed hard together

"It's too late now," he said. "Starhawk—ust you make me wite it all down,
and ne no good hand with words? | love you. | want to marry you and for you to
stay here with me." And with awkward passion, he folded her in his great arms
and ki ssed her.

Bet ween her shock that any nan woul d ever say those words to her and the rough
strength of his grasp, for a noment she nmade no nove either to yield or to
repul se. The two affairs she had had while in Sun WIlf's troop had been
short-lived, alnmost perfunctory, a clunsy seeking for something she knew from
the start that she would never find. But this was different. He was offering
her not the warmh of a night, but alife in this place at his side. That, as
much as the shape and strength of a man's body in her arns, drew her

He nust have felt her waver, unresponsive and uncertain, for his arns slacked
fromaround her, and he drew back. There was misery in his face. "Could you
not ?"

Shakily and for the first tine, she | ooked at himnot as a traveler |ike
herself nor as an amateur warrior to her professionalism but as a man to her
wormanl i ness. It had been conforting to rest her head on that huge barrel of a
chest and to feel the massive arms strong around her, a confort |ike nothing
el se she had known. She found herself thinking, He is very much like the
Chief... and turned away, flooded with a hel pl ess sense of shane, bitterness,
and regret.

Silently she dammed Anyog for doing this to her, for making her aware of
hersel f as a woman and of his nephew, that good, deserving ox, only in terms
of the man she truly wanted and coul d never hope to have.

She heard the rustle of his clothing and stepped away from his hand before he
could touch her again. "Don't," she nurnured tiredly and | ooked up, to see the
hurt in his eyes.

"Coul d you not give up the way of the warrior, then?" he asked softly, and the
guilt that burned her was all the sharper for the fact that she had never
spoken to himof another |ove. The very genuine liking she had for himnmade it
all the worse

But she | oved himno nore than she |oved Ari; and she could not conceive of
herself marrying a | unpish, earnest merchant and having to deal with his
clumsy efforts to protect her and to rule her life.



"It wouldn't be fair to you," she said.
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"To take me a warlady to wife?" Afaint smle glimered in his eyes. "But
you'd no | onger be a warrior then, would you? I'd be the nock of ny brothers,
maybe, but then you could protect ne and |ay about themfor nme, you see.”

And when she said nothing, the flicker of mischief died fromhis face.

"Eh, well," he said after a time. "I'msorry | spoke, Hawk. Don't feel you
need | eave m s house before you wi sh, just to get clear of ny ardor. I'Ill not
speak again."

She | owered her eyes, but could find nothing to say. She knew she shoul d
speak, and tell himthat, though she did not |ove him she |iked himhugely,
better than either of his brothers; tell himthat were she not struggling with
a love as hopeless as it was desperate, she would |ike nothing better than to

join his loud and brawling famly... But she could not. There was no one, in
fact, whom she could speak to of it—there was only one person whom she trusted
with her feelings enough to tell, and he was the one person who nust never
know.

this man of Fawni e's.

She changed her cl othes and went downstairs to supper. She had little idea of
what she ate or of the few things she replied to those who spoke to her. Ram
was there, pale and quiet under the gibes of his brothers. Though she was past
noticing rmuch, Starhawk was aware that Fawn, too. had very little to say. Pel
Farstep's sharp, black eyes flicked fromface to face, but the shrewd little
nmer chant made no nmention of their silence and was seen to kick her youngest
son under the table when he bawl ed a question to Ram asking, was he in |ove,
that he couldn't eat?

They al ways said that |ove affects wonmen this way, Starhawk thought, fleeing
the convivial clanor in the supper roomas soon as she decently could. G eat
Mot her, |'ve eaten hearty dinners after sacking towns and slitting the throats
of innocent civilians. Wy should saying "No" to one |unpish burgher whom I
don't even | ove make whatever it was that Gllie spent her time and sweat in
the kitchen for taste like flour paste and ash? The Chief would kill nme.

No, she thought. The Chief woul d understand.

She paused before the mirror in her roomand stood for a long time, candle in
hand, studying the pale, fragile-boned face reflected there.

She saw not hing that anyone by any stretch of courtesy would call pretty. For
all the delicacy of the cheekbones and
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the whiteness of the fair skin, it was a face cursed with a chin both too |ong
and too square, with lips too thin, and with a nose that was marked with that
telltal e, bunpy crookedness that was the fam ly resenbl ance of fighters. Fine,
pal e hair caught the candle's light, which darkened it to the color of corn
silk—n sunlight it was nearly white, tow and flyaway as a child's. It had



grown out sone in her journeying, hanging w spy agai nst the hollows of her
cheeks. Sunlight, too, would have |ightened her eyes alnost to silver; in this
light, they were snoke-col ored, alnost as dark as the charcoal -gray ring that
circled her pupils. Her |ashes were straight and col orl ess. There was a scar
on her cheek, too, like a rudely drawn |line of pink chalk. In her bath, she
had noted again how the Iine of it picked up again at her coll arbone and

ext ended for a handspan down across pectoral nuscle and breast.

She renmenbered a time when she had been proud of her scars.

Who but Ram she wondered, would offer to take a warlady to wife? Certainly
not a man who had his choice of fragile young beauties |ike Fawn.

The door opened behind her. The liquid deeps of the mirror showed her another
candle, and its sheen rippled over a gown of brown velvet, tagged with the
pal e ecru | ace such as the | adies of the Bight Islands made, with a delicate
face |l ost in shadow above.

She turned fromthe mrror. "How do you feel ?" she asked.

Fawn shrugged and set the candle down. "Renewed," she replied quietly. "As
it—eh, as if spring had cone, after a nightmare winter." She crossed to the
smal | table that stood beside the wi ndow and pi cked up her hairbrush, as was
her nightly wont. But she set it down again, as she had set down untasted
forkfuls of flour paste and ash at tonight's supper. In the silky, anber gl eam
of candle and lanmp, her fingers were trenbling.

"Ready to take the road agai n?" the Hawk asked, her voice ringing tinnily in
her own ears. This man of Fawnie's, Ram had said. But that, she told herself,
was not hing that she had to burden Fawn with. It was no doing of hers that she
had been stolen away fromher famly and had taken Sun Wl f's fancy. The Wl f
was | ost and in grave danger, and Fawn had put her life at risk to find him

Fawn was silent for a long nonment, staring down at the brush, her face turned
away. In a nmuffled voice, she finally
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said, "No." She | ooked up with wetched defiance in her green eyes. "I'm not
goi ng on."

Even Ram s unexpected proposal of marriage had not struck Starhawk with such
shock. For a noment, she could only stare, and her first feeling was one of

i ndignation that this girl would abandon her quest for her lover. "Wat?" was
all she could say.

Fawn' s voi ce was shaking. "I'mgoing to stay here," she said haltingly,
"and—and marry Oris."

"What ?" And then, seeing the girl's eyes flood with tears of shame and
wr et chedness, Starhawk crossed the roomin two quick strides and caught her in
a swift hug, reassuring her while her own nind reeled in divided confusion

"Fawni e, |—

Fawn began sobbing in earnest. "Starhawk, don't be angry with ne. Please don't
be angry with me. Sun WIf was so good to ne, so ki nd-he saved nme from| don't
know what ki nd of slavery and m sery. But—but Anyog was right. 1 was there at
the inn when he said we woul d never enter the G tadel wi thout the help of a

wi zard—+ was listening in the hall. And he's right, Hawk. W can't go agai nst
Altiokis by ourselves. And there are no wi zards anynore. He's the |last one



left, the only one ..

Not if | can put the screws to Anyog in sonme way, he's not, Starhawk thought
grimy. But she only said, "We'll find one." Her honesty drove her to
recogni ze Fawn's love for the Wilf to be as valid as her own, even as it had
driven her to allowthe girl to acconpany her in the first place.

"No, " Fawn whi spered. "Hawk, even if we could—t isn't only that." She drew
back, | ooking earnestly up at the ol der woman with those w de, absinthe-green
eyes. "Starhawk, it isn't enough. | want a hone; | want children of my own.
Even if we find him even if he's not dead, | don't want to live as a
nmercenary's woman. | love Sun Wolf— think 1'll always love him But 1 won't
go on being a glorified canp follower. | can't."

Her trenbling fingers gestured at the dimroom with its curtained bed and
softly shining lanps, its stiff-robed, ridiculous saint preaching to the
mermaids in the sea, with their weedy hair flow ng down over their breasts.
"This is the sort of house that | grew up in, Hawk. This is the life 1 know 1
bel ong here. And believe nme," she added with a wy smile, "marrying into a
firmof spice nerchants is a better thing, in
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the long run, than being nmistress to the richest nercenary in creation."

Fl abber gasted, Starhawk couid not speak, but only look in puzzlement at that
beautiful, secretive face and wonder that anyone who actually had Sun Wl f's

| ove could give it up for a bustling, ponpous busybody like Oris Farstep

Fawn di sengaged hersel f quietly- from Starhawk's grasp and wal ked to the
wi ndow. The | ace at her throat al nost covered the bandages that remnai ned over

t he wounds that the nuuwa had left; |ike Starhawk, she would carry scars to
the end of her days. Her voice was soft as she went on. "I spoke to Pel about
it this afternoon. I know Oris is fond of nme. And 1+ want this, Hawk. | want
a hone and a fanmily and a place; | want to know that ny man isn't going to get
hinself killed in a war next week or discard ne for someone el se next year. |
love this place and | |ove these people. Do you understand?"

"Yes," the Hawk said, her voice so |ow that she was al nbost not sure that it

could be heard over the clanoring sounds in her own heart and mind. "Yes, |
under stand. "

Fawn's back was a shape of darkness against the deep well of the w ndow s
shadow, the candle threwa little wisp of light along the edge of the |ace and
on the halo of her hair. "What will you do?" she asked.

St ar hawk shrugged. "Go on al one.”

She took her | eave of themnext day. Pel, Oris, Gllie, and the children went
with her to see her off at the city's land gate, wapped in oilskins to keep
of f the rain. Anyog, though he was able now to get about, had remained at
hone, as had Ram and Fawn, each for a different, personal reason

Al the way through the steep-slanted cobbled streets of the towm, Oris had
kept up a worried stream of caution and advice regarding the roads through the
Stren Water Valley that woul d take her northeast to Racken Scrag, about the
bandits who were said to haunt them and concerning the dangers of Altiokis'
lands. "It isn't only the bandits stealing your horses you'll have to worry



about, lass," he fretted—Pel had given Starhawk a riding mare and a pack mul e.
"That Al'tiokis, he's hiring nercenaries, and the countryside's stiff with
them They're dangerous fellows..."

The Hawk sighed patiently, glancing sideways at Oris from beneath her
stream ng hood. "I know all about nercenaries that | need to."
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"Leave the poor woman al one," Pel ordered briskly. "By God, how she put up
with you all the way from Foonspay I'll never know " Her smile flashed white
in the gypsy brown of her face. Her hood was of the fashionabl e cal ash
type—dnder its boned arch, the piled braids of her widows coif gleaned
faintly in the rainy daylight. She quickened her step to where Starhawk, wal ked
in front of the little caval cade of |ed horses and took the Hawk's hand in her
own little square one.

In a softer voice, she said, "But we're all glad thai you have been here,
child. Your staying nade all the difference to Fawn. In the pinch, it may even
be that it saved her life to know that she had not been abandoned in a strange
pl ace."

St arhawk said nothing. She felt unconfortable about Fawn, al nost guilty. But
her inpassive face showed nothing of the turnmoil within her as she | ooked
around at the bright-painted walls of this rain-drenched, fish-smelling town.
Pel seemed to accept her silence for what it was and noved al ong briskly

besi de her, keeping her heavy black skirts lifted above the runnels that
trickled anmong t he cobbl est ones.

Oris persisted. "But mercenaries—they're a bad breed, Starhawk, begging your
pardon for saying so. And they say the Dark Eagle whom Altiokis has put in
charge of all his nercenaries is the worst..."

"The Dark Eagl e?" Starhawk raised her dark, |evel brows.

"Aye. He's a wicked man, they say..."

"Ch, bosh," Pel retorted. "Qur girl's probably served with him haven't you,
chi | d?"

"As a matter of fact, | have," she adnmitted, and Oris | ooked shocked.
Fromthe saddle of the riding mare, Idjit announced, "I be goin' with the
Hawk. "

"Say, 'l amgoing with the Hawk,'" corrected Gllie, who was |eading the mare

"And in any case, you aren't, laddie."

"Then | maun't say't," the boy retorted in the broad Bi ght Coast dial ect that
his mother was laboring diligently to erase fromhis speech. Keltic, perched
am d the packs on the mule, watched her brother with worship in her round,

bl ue eyes.

Their not her | ooked annoyed with this chall enge, but Star-hawk only said,
"That's all right, Gllie. Even if | could take a child along—which I can't—
woul dn't have one with me who talked like a fisherman."



At this rebuke fromhis hero, Idjit subsided, and Pel hid a
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grin. They had reached the squat towers of the city gate. Amid the crowds of

i ncom ng countryfol k and |l ocal farners, they said good-by, Starhawk lifting
the children down and nounting in Idjit's place, leaning fromthe saddle to
clasp their hands. She nissed them al ready—and nore than these who had cone to
see her off, she nmissed Ram and Anyog and Fawn. But there was nothing that she
could have said to themin parting. What could she say to a man she was

| eaving to seek another, or to the wonman who had abandoned that quest? And

t hough in the end she had not had the heart to speak to Anyog of her desperate
need for even a cowardly and unfl edged wi zard's aid, she knew that Anyog knew
it. She did not blame himfor his fear, but she knew that he bl anmed hinself.

"The Stren Water Valley will be in flood this tinme of year,"” Oris advised.

"Best go up it by the foothills."

The mare shied, nore of fended than afraid, as a market woman chivied a herd of
geese through the gate; in the shelter of the gatehouse eaves, a boy was
selling roast chestnuts out of a brazier full of coals, his thin, nonotonous
song rising above the general din. Light and steady, rain drummed on the
shining slates and on Starhawk's bl ack oil skin cloak. The sound of rain and
the snmell offish and the sea would al ways be twined in her mind with these

people—with the two children hanging onto Gllie Farstep's hands, with the
monurrental O ris, fussing at her to watch what inns she put up at, and with
Pel Farstep, like a little brown sparrow, reaching up to take her hands in
farewel |

"Keep yourself safe, child," she said gently. "And renmenber, wherever you are,
there is a honme here for you if you need one."

St arhawk bent fromthe saddl e and ki ssed the brown cheek. Then she turned the
horse's head; the nule stretched out its neck to the full extent of the |ead
before it followed. She left the Farsteps in the crowmded shadows of the noisy
gate and did not | ook back

You have parted fromso many people, she told herself, to still that
treacherous ache in her heart. In tine, you got over all but one and you'l
get over these.

She nmade herself wonder if the Dark Eagle would take her on as a nercenary;
that would get her into the Citadel, wthout the need to search for a wi zard
to aid her. Fromthings Ram and his brothers had said, nost people didn't
believe in the existence of w zards anynore—enly in A tiokis, inhuman,
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deat hi ess, undefeatable, coiled in the darkness of the Tchard Muntains |ike a
poi sonous snake beneath the kitchen fl oor

The wet wind lifted her cloak. Shreds of white cloud blew, unveiling the
distant foothills of those nmountains and the rolling uplands, stony and
deserted, that guarded all approaches to themon this side. How | ong would it
be, she wondered, before Altiokis turned his energies toward the Bi ght Coast,



as he had turned themtoward Mandrigyn and the straits of the Megantic?

Once she woul d have watched the proceedings with interest, as Sun Wl f did,
gaugi ng the proper time to apply for work am d the chaos. She had burned and

| ooted many cities—this was the first tine, she realized, she had dwelt in one
in peace. Pel, Ram and Oris were the burghers she and her men had hel ped
kill; 1Idjit and Keltic were the children who had been sold into slavery to pay
t hem

She shook her head, forcing those thoughts into the background of her mind

One thing at a tinme, she told herself, and the thing nowis to figure out what
I'"mgoing to do when | reach the Ctadel walls. The Dark Eagle would know of
her unshakable loyalty to the Wif-he'd seen them work together when they'd
all been fighting in the East. Even if she came up with a story of disaffected
loyalties, the timng, with the Wl f, being a prisoner in the Ctadel, would
gi ve the gane away.

She had to find a wi zard—ene who was not too terrified of Altiokis to admit
his powers, preferably one who had passed this Trial that Anyog had spoken of.
But there was all the Mother's green earth to search in and all the days that
she had lost in Pergenis pressing on her, reminding her howlittle time it
took for a nman to die.

Dam Fawni e, anyway, she thought, exasperated, and then felt a tw nge of
guilt. She did not rationally expect that the girl would have known at the
out set that she would not be going on from Pergenis; and in any case, Pel
Farstep m ght very well have been right. It would be easy to die, lying
friendl ess anong strangers. Yet knowi ng Fawn for her rival, Starhawk could
never have abandoned her to her death.

Hooves cl attered on the hard surface of the highroad. Star-hawk swung around
in the saddl e, the freshening wi nd bl owi ng the hood back fromher hair. It was
a single rider, wapped like herself in a black oilskin poncho, the folds of
it whipping like the horse's black, tangled mane and tail in the noist chil

of the air. They drew up beside her, horse and rider steamng with breath.
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Starhawk said, "Are you out of your lint-picking mnd?"

"l suspect so." Uncle Anyog was panting, clinging to the pormel of the saddle
for bal ance, his face white agai nst the darkness of his salt-and-pepper beard.
"But | couldn't let you go on, ny warrior dove. Not alone.”

She regarded himfrom beneath |l owered lids. "You going to start calling ne
"lass,’ as Ram does?"

He grinned. She reined her nmare around and started up the road for the
foothills and the way to the Tchard Muntai ns, Anyog joggi ng at her side.

"For that matter, did Ram put you up to this?" she asked suddenly.

"I't would do my wits greater credit if | said he'd threatened nme with a
horrible death if |I didn't go to your aid." The old man sighed. "But alas, in
old age one learns to take credit for one's own follies. None of them knows a
thing, nmy child. | left Pel a note."

"I't nust have covered three pages," she renarked.



Anyog was recovering his breath a little. She could see, under the oil skin,
that he was dressed as he al ways was—as a gentl eman—n his drab and sober

bl ack, the starched white lace of his ruff like petals around his face. "In
the finest ianbic pentaneter,” he anmplified. "My dove, | know why you refused
our Ram s ham i ke but gold-filled hand—and | suspect | know why you |left the

Convent." Her head swi vel ed sharply around, her gray eyes narrow ng. "Oh,
yes—1 have seen you neditate and | know you didn't learn that as a
nmercenary... But why did you beconme a Sister to begin wth?"

She drew rein, neeting that bright, black scrutiny with cold reserve. "I never
turn down an offer of help," she said. "And now that you have offered, | won't

send you back, because | need you. But that doesn't nean | won't gag you and
pack you up to Ginscarp, the way we packed you into Pergems, if you ask
after things that are none of your affair.”

She clucked to the mare and noved off.
"But it is nmy affair, nmy dove," the little man said, wholly unperturbed. "For
I think we are nore alike than you know. You becane a Sister, | suspect, for
the sane reasons that you |l ater becane a warri or—because you woul d not
tolerate the sl ow breaking of your spirit to the yoke of a house and a child
and some man's whins, and any life seemed preferable to that—-because you need
alife of the brighter colors, because you prefer |ightning-edged darkness to
an eternal twlight. M
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child," he said softly, urging his bay nare up beside hers on the narrow road,
"I could no nore have remmi ned a pensioner in nmy estimable sister's house than
I could beconme a warrior iike yourself.

"I have lived with ny fear a long tine," he continued, drawi ng the oilskin
cl oser about his body as the wind turned chill once again. "Not until now had
| realized how it had conme to rule ne."

CHAPTER __ i "* _
12

S,

UN WOLF PAUSED IN H'S PACING HEARI NG THE SOUND OF

soft, approaching footfalls in the darkness. Fromthe stairs, he thought. H's
sigh was deep and bored, and he shifted his weight as a man would do on a | ong
stint of guard. The pattering steps halted. Around him the vast, chilly

dar kness was | ambent with breath.

Sonmewhere a board creaked. Then wei ght struck his shoul ders and the back of
his knee—ight, nuscled weight, like a cat's, vicious and controlled. At the
first breath of inpact, he twisted, slithering free of the smooth arns that
sought his neck. In the darkness, he reached back and expertly tweaked the
short little nose that snorted with exertion so close to his ear

He felt his assailant step away. Wth an oily hiss of hot metal, soneone
uncovered a dark-lantern. Behind him G lden stood panting, regarding himwith
i njured chagrin.



Al around the room their hair tight-braided and their snooth arns traced in
the shadows with the faint, clear lines of nuscle definition, the |adies of
Mandri gyn wat ched him a sea of aggrieved eyes.

"You're pulling with your shoulders,” he told G lden, |ooking down into those
| ong- | ashed, sea-blue eyes. "Your center of balance is |ower than a

man' s—that's why you wonen have hell's own tine throw ng each other. It's one
of your advantages against a man. Throw fromthe hips—ike this—+ever nme down.
Sonebody your size, trying to use brute force agai nst someone ny size, is nore
t han stupi d—she's suicidal."

G lden col ored, but said, "Yes, sir. Thank you, sir.
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"And | heard you coning."

She said sonething el se then, sotto voce and obvi ously picked up from
Crazyred's vocabul ary.

He gl anced at the assenbl ed | adies. "Next?"

Behind him he heard Glden's swift hiss of intaken breath, a voicel ess
protest. Wen he turned and rai sed one shaggy brow at her, she asked,
"Couldn't | try again?"

"No," he said gently, "because you had only one chance, and now you're dead.
Go sit down."

She returned without a word to her place on the edge of one of the upturned
tree tubs between WIlarne and her daughter, Tisa. Sun Wbl f, for the tenth tine
so far that evening, wal ked over to the little potting roomthat opened off
the main orangery, so that he would neither see nor hear—supposedl y—where his

next assailant woul d begin her attack. The single dark-lantemthat illum nated
the vast roomthrew his shadow, huge and grotesque and swayi ng, across the
gray boards of the wall; he heard Denga Rey fuss with the |antern slide and

curse when she scorched her fingers. As he closed the door behind him he
heard the soft rise of talk. Glden, glib as always, had informed hi mthat
this was to cover any noise that the next attacker mght nake in taking her
pl ace, but Sun Wl f suspected that it was sinply because the wonen liked to
tal k.

It was somet hing he'd found was true even of Starhawk, though there wasn't a
man in the troop who'd believe that. So far as he knew, he was the only one
she talked to freely, not with the inconsequential snmall talk of war and the
canp, but of things that really concerned her, the past and the future,
gardeni ng, theology, the nature of fear. In an odd way, he had felt curiously
honored when he had realized that this was true, for Starhawk's facade was one
of the coldest and nost distant that he had ever seen. Mdst of the nmen were a
little afraid of her.

He hinsel f had been appalled by the realization that he | oved her
For one thing, one of the nost fatal m stakes any commander coul d rmake was to

fall in love with one of his captains, whether man or woman. It always becane
known, and he had never seen a time when trouble had not conme of it.



For anot her thing, Starhawk was heart and bones a warrior; |ogical

enotionl ess, and ruthless with anything that cane in the way of her chosen
course. The affairs she had had with other nmenbers of the troop had been
term nated the minute the
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men had interfered with her training. Sun Wif was not entirely certain what
her reaction would be if he should return to Wynde and tell her, "I |ove you,
St ar hawk. "

And yet, he found hinmself very much | ooking forward to returning to Wynde and
finding her there, grave, honely, sarcastically demanding if he'd been
ki dnapped by all those wonen for stud.

There was a respectful tap at the door. He canme out and signal ed Denga Rey to

kill the lamp again. Then he began to walk, with a slow pace |like a sentry's,
the Iength of that enpty darkness, listening for his next student in this
[esson in how to take out and kill a nan.

It was Eo, not quite as heavy and not nearly as clunsy as she had been. She
acquitted herself well, tinmng her footsteps against his and renenbering to
throw fromthe hip, not the shoulders. He hit the floor hard and tapped her
arm as the bone of her wist clamped his w ndpi pe shut. She rel eased him
instantly, and the Iight went up to show her bendi ng anxi ously over him
afraid she had done himreal harm He sat up, rubbing his throat and grinning;
it was very much like the blacksnmth to knock a man sensel ess and beg his
pardon contritely when he came to.

That was sonet hing he had found quite common to the wonen, this concern for
one another's bruises. Curse and revile hinself blue in the face as he might,
he coul d sel dom get even the small est aggression toward one anot her out of
them Their 'techni que was good. Mst of them understood the |everage their
smal | size needed and, between running and strenuous, night-and-noning
training, they were devel oping the refl exes necessary to put themeven wth

| arger and heavi er opponents. But he was forever seeing someone at sword
practice get in areally telling wallop on her opponent, then i mediately

| ower her weapon and nake sure the other woman wasn't hurt before going on. It
drove Sun Wl f nearly crazy; if he hadn't seen them fight agai nst the nuuwa,
he woul d have tried—dnsuccessfully, he presumed—+to wash his hands of the whole
affair.

He had found out many things about wonen in the |ast few weeks.

He had | earned that wonen, among themnsel ves, could carry on conversations
whose bawdi ness woul d have set any nercenary of the Wl f's acquai ntance
.squirmng. He'd |l earned this the evening he'd gone to soak hinself in the hot
tub, partitioned fromthe main bathhouse, after training, when the
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worren were in the main part of the baihs and had assumed he'd gone up to bed.
It had been a startling and eye-openi ng experience for a man rai sed on the

popul ar mascul i ne nyth of fem nine delicacy. "/ wouldn't even tell jokes like
that," he'd said later to Anber Eyes, and she had di ssol ved i nto di sconcerting

gi ggl es.



Anot her al arming thing about the wonen was their prank-ishness. The

ringl eaders in everything fromanbushing himas he enmerged, pink and dri pping,
after his bath to sendi ng hi m anonynous and horrific love letters were G | den
Shorad and Wl ane M Tree, outwardly as graci ous and poised a pair of matrons
as ever a man nmade his bowto in the street.

But the main thing that he had found was their strength—dogged, ruthless,
and, if necessary, crueler than any man's. It had an animal quality to it,
forged by years of repression; for all their beauty and sweetness, these were
fifty people who woul d do whatever it was necessary to do, and the

si ngl e-m ndedness of it sonetimes frightened him

He thought of it now, sitting at last alone in the potting room wanning his
hands over a brazier of coals, listening to the wonmen depart. The rain had
resumed, pattering noisily on the roof overhead, murrmuring in the waters of
the canals. Most nornings, the lower islands of the city were flooded, the
great squares before its floating mracles of churches and town hal
transformed to wastes of water crossed with crude duckboards. The danp cold
ate at his bones. The wonmen were w apped like treacl e-cured hans in |eather
and oiJed silk, their voices a soft nusic in the sem dark.

The next class would be starting soon. Through the slits of the shuttered

wi ndow of the potting room he watched their shadows flicker against the
lights of the house and snmiled a little at the thought of them They'd cone a
l ong way—fromveiled, tinmd creatures blushing at the presence of a man—even
t he ones who had children and had presumably concei ved t hem sonehow—+0 coo
and deadly fighters. If what Glden and others told himwas true, they'd
becorme hardheaded, matter-of-fact businessnen and shopkeepers as well.

The nmen of Mandrigyn, he thought wyly, were in for one hell of a surprise
when they finally got hone.

The potting roomwas dark, but for the poppy-red gl ow of the brazier; shadowy
shapes of trowels, rakes, and sprouted bul bs | urked gol d-edged i n the shadows.
The snells of the place were familiar to hi mhunus, conpost, cedar mast, the
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wetter, rockier scent of gravel, and the faintly dusty snel! of the half hod
of sea coal in the conmer. Fromthe door, he caught Sheera's voice, |ow and
tense, speaking to sonmeone outside, then Drypettis' high, piercing tones. He
heard Tarrin's name spoken—that |ost Prince and gol den hope, slaving to
organi ze the mnes—and then Drypettis' voice again.

"But he is worthy of you, Sheera,"she said. "OF all of them he is the only
man in the city worthy of your |ove—the greatest and the best. | have al ways
t hought it."

"He is the only man in the city whom 1 have ever |oved," Sheera replied.

"That's what infuriates me; that you and he shoul d be enslaved and

hum | i at ed—he by the nmines and the | ash, you by the base uses of the barracks.
That you should stoop to using a—a viol ent clodhopper who can keep neither his
eyes nor his hands off those who are fighting for their city ..."

"I assigned Anber Eyes to him" Sheera corrected diplomatically. "She didn't
obj ect. "



"He coul d have had the decency to have |eft her al onel™
Sheera | aughed. "Ch, really, Dru! Think how insulted she woul d have been!"

He coul d al nbst see the sensitive lips pinch up. "lI'msure that was his only
consi deration," Drypettis retorted with heavy sarcasm and a nmonent |ater he
heard the soft boom of the closed door. Then Sheera's footfalls approached,
slow and tired, and she stood franed in the darkness of the potting room
door way.

Sun Wbl f hooked a stool fromunder the workbench and pushed it toward her with
his foot. She | ooked worn and stretched, as she always did these days when one
of the girls fromthe mnes brought her news of Tarrin. She ignored the
proffered seat.

"If she hates nme that much,"” the WIf said, holding his hands to the | um nous
coal s, "why does she stay? She's free to quit the troop and she'd be no |l oss."

Sheera's nouth tightened, and an angry glint flickered in her eyes. Stripped
for training, she held an old bl anket w apped about her shoul ders, its thick
folds nmuffling the strong shape of her body. "I suppose that you, as a
nmercenary, woul d judge everyone by your own standards," she retorted. "It's
i nconcei vable to you that, no matter what soneone's personal feelings about
her | eadership are, she could remain out of loyalty to a higher goal. Like
me—+i ke all of us."She jerked her head
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back toward where the hal f-seen shapes of Denga Rey and Anmber Eyes coul d be
di stingui shed, talking quietly at the far end of the room "Drypettis is a
citizen of Mandrigyn. She wants to see her city proud and free—=

"The fact that she's the governor's sister couldn't have anything to do with
her staying, could it?" Sun Wbl f rasped.

Sheera sniffed scornfully. "Derroug could find a hundred better spies."

"Whom you trust?"

"Who are nore acceptable to your tastes, anyway," Sheera snhapped back at him
"She may be a hideous snob; she may be unreasonably obstinate; she may be
rigid and vain and prudi sh beyond words; but I've known her all ny life, since
we were girls in school together. She wouldn't betray us."

"She could betray us by being too self-involved to know what she's doing." He
nmoved hi s shoul ders, rubbed the aching muscfes of his neck, and encountered,
as he did a dozen tines a day, the steel of the slip-chain that lay around his
throat |ike a noose.

"What ever else she is, she isn't stupid.”
"She's a weak link."

"Not in this case."”

He swung back toward her. "In any case," he snapped. "You all have weaknesses
Of one kind or another. It's a commander's business to know what they are and
take theminto account. A single unstable nmenber could weck the whole
enterprise, and | say that woman is about as unstable as any |'ve ever seen.”



"I't would be an insult to throw her out of the troop at this point wthout
cause," Sheera retorted hotly. "Wen it was only a matter of organization, she
was virtually second in command. "

"Or is it that you just |like having a faithful disciple?"
"As much as you hate not having one." She was angry now, carnelian reflections
of the fire leaping in her eyes. "She's been loyal to me, not only as a
conspirator but as a friend."

"As commander —

Her voice gritted. "May | rem nd you, Captain, that / amthe commander of this
force.”

The silence between them was as audi ble as the twang of an overstrained rope.
In the ruddy light, her eyes seened to bumw th the reflected fires of the
brazier. But whatever words woul d have next passed between them were
forestalled by the
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openi ng of the orangery doors and the joking voices of Crazyred and Erntwyff
Fish. "So he says, 'Wat cheap bastard gave you only a copper? And she says,
"What do you nean? They all gave nme a copper.'"

The wonen were conming in for the second class. After a | ong nonent, Sheera
turned on her heel, her blanket swirling |like a cloak with her steps, and went
to speak to mem |eaving Sun Wl f standing silent in the potting room | ooking
out at her through the frane of the dark door

The next norning he left the house at dawn to seek the witch Yirth in the
city.

He had the inpression of having seen Yirth several times since they had spoken
in his loft on the night of that first neeting, but he would have been hard
pressed to say precisely where or when. She was a worman adept at making
hersel f unnoticed. No small fear, he thought rather crudely, for soneone that
ugly, forgetting that, for all his size, he, too, had a talent for staying out
of sight. He had hesitated to seek her out, knowing that it was in truth her
hand, not Sheera's, that held the choke rein on his |life. Mreover, he was not
entirely certain that he would be able to find her

As soon as curfew lifted, he went out, |eaving Anber Eyes curled unstirring in
his bed, and took one of the secret exits of the wonen out of the grounds. The
night's rain had ceased, and the canals lay as opaque as silver nmirrors anong

the noss-streaked walls; the dripping of the rooftrees upon the narrow

f oot paths and catwal ks that bordered the water fell hollowinto the stillness

of the norning, like the intermttent footsteps of drunken sprites.

He had taken care not to go about in the city too often; Alriokis used
mercenary troops as part of the city garrison, and there was al ways a chance
that he woul d be recogni zed by one of them But nore than that, there was
something in any captured town that nmade the Wl f uneasy—a sense of being
spi ed upon, a sense that, if he called for help when in trouble, no one would
cone. The battle at Iron Pass had indeed, as Sheera had said, stripped the
city of all that was healthy and decent, and the men whom he net in the



streets were nostly cripples, addicts—for Mandrigyn was one of the key ports

in the dreamsugar traffic fromKilpithie—er else had a furtive air of shane

and deceit about themthat made them obvi ously unsuitable. Even the slaves he
saw in the town were a bad crop, the stronger ones having been confiscated as
part of the indemity after the
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battle and sent with their masters to labor in the mnes. Sun WIf's health
and his size made hi m conspi cuous—and matters were not hel ped by the severa
worren who had sent unequi vocally worded notes to Sheera, requesting a | oan of
hi s—unspeci fi ed—servi ces.

He crossed through the spiderweb w ndings of twisting streets and over plank
bri dges that spanned canals he could have junped, had there been room on those
jamred islets for a running start. On catwal ks that paralleled the canals or
circled the courtyard | agoons al ong the second or third storey of the houses
that fronted them crones and young girls were already appearing, to shake out
bedding in the danp air and call gossip back and forth across the narrow
waters. In the black latticework of alleys, ankle-deep in icy water on the

| ower islands, he saw the lights going up in kitchens and heard the rattle of

i ronware and the scrape of nmetal on stone as ashes were raked. Crossing a
smal | square before the black and silent fortress of a three-spired church, he
snel l ed fromsonmewhere the waft and glory of bread baking, |like a ghost's

gui ding glinpse of the heaven of the saints.

In the silvery light of norning, the city market was a riot of colors: the
rai n-darkened crinmson of the servants of the rich and the wet blue of country
snocks; the sonber viridians of spinach and kale and the crisp greens of

| ettuces; the scarlets and golds of fruits; and the prodigal, cloisonne
bri ght ness of pyram ds of nelons, all shining |like polished porcelain under
their beading of rain. The snells of sharp herbs and fishy rmud snote him

m xed with those of clinging soil and the snoky tang of wet wool; he heard
girls' voices as sweet as the hothouse strawberries they cried and old
countrynen's half-unintelligible patois. Raised as he had been in the barbaric
North, Sun Wl f had been a grown man before he had ever seen a city

mar ket pl ace; and even after all these years, the inmpact of kal ei doscopic
del i ght was the sane.

From a countrywonan in a stall where gane birds hung |like great feathered
nops, he asked the direction of the woman Yirth; and though she gave hima
suspi cious |l ook fromdark old eyes, she told himwhere Yirth could be found.

The house stood on the Little Island, tali, faded, and old. Like nost of the
houses there, it was of the old-fashioned style, half tinbered and | avishly
decorated with carving, every pillar, doorpost, and wi ndow |l attice encrusted
with an extravagant |acework of saints, denons, and beasts, w eathed about
with
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all the flowers of the fields. Bat the paint and gilding had | ong since worn
of f them Standing before the door. Sun Wl f had the inpression of being on

t he edge of a dark and carven wood, watched from beneath the trellised | eaves
by defornmed and mal evol ent el ves. Yet the house itself was severely clean; the
shutters that were hinged to every wi ndow of its narrow face were darkly

varni shed, and die worn brick of the step was washed and scraped. He heard his
own knock ring hollowy in the fastnesses of the place; a nonment later, he



heard the light, soft touch of the w zard' s approaching stride.

She stepped aside quickly to let himin. Sun Wl f guessed that few people
lingered on that step.

"Did Sheera send you?" she asked.

"No." He saw the flicker of suspicion cross the sea-colored eyes. "I've cone
on ny own."

The single dark bar of brow deepened in the niddle, over the hooked nose. Then
she said, "Come upstairs.” On the | ower isles, none but the very poorest used
the ground floors of their houses for anything except storage.

Yirth's consulting roomwas dark, long, and narrow, the tall window at its far
end | ooki ng out over the greenish light of a canal. Plants curtained it,
crowmdi ng in pots or hanging |ike robber gangs all fromthe same gallows, and
the Iight that penetrated was green and nottled. Around him the WIf had a
sense of hal f-hidden things, of clay crocks containing herbs Iining the dark
shel ves, of books whose worn bindings gl eamed with wax and gold, and of
enbryos preserved in brandy and herbs hung in dried and knobby bunches from
the low rafters. Unknown nusical instruments slept like curious nonsters in
the corners; maps, charts in forgotten tongues, and arcane diagrans of the
stars lined the pale plaster of the walls. The place snelled of soap, herbs,
and drugs. He felt the curious, tingling sense of latent magic in the air.

She turned to face himin the tabby shadows. "What did you want?" she asked.

"I want to know what | can give you, or what | can do for you, to have you set
me free." It canme to himas he spoke that there was, in fact, nothing that he
could give her, for he had quite literally no possessions beyond his sword. A

hell of a spot, he thought, for the richest mercenary in the Wst.

But Yirth only considered himfor a nmonent, her hands fol ded over the gray web
of her shawl . Then she said, "Kill Atiokis."
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H s hand sl ammed down on the |long table that divided the room nmeking the

gl ass bottles there junp, and his voice crackled with anger. "Curse it, wonan,
that wasn't your price on the ship!"

The bl ack brow noved; the eyes did not. "It is the price |l claimto set you
free now," she responded coolly. "OQtherw se, your bargain with Sheera stands.
You shall be freed—and pai d—when the strike force narches.”

"You know as well as | do that's insane."

She said nothing, using her silence against him

"Dam your eyes, you know that iunatic woman's going to get every skirt in

that troop killed!" he stormed at her. "I've worked on those wonen and 1've
taught them and sone of themw |l be damed fine warriors in about two years
time, if they live that long, which they won't if they go into batde with a
green captain. But if she's stubborn enough to do it, then all | want is to be

out of here—+o have nothing further to do with it or with her!"

"I fear you have no choice about that," Yirth replied calmy. She rested her
hands on the dark wood of the table; the wan |ight picked out their knots and
si news, making them hardly human, |ike the strange, folded shapes of an oak



burl. "Men go to war for their own entertainment, or for some other man' s—
worren, only because they must. Altiokis, now-Altiokis is deathless and, being
deathl ess, he is bored. It anuses himto conquer cities. Have you seen what
happens to a city under his rule?"

"Not being suicidal,” the Wl f runbled irritably, "I've avoided cities under
his rule.”

"Not being a merchant, or the father of children, or a tradesman needing to
make his living, you can do that, 1 suppose,” Yirth returned. "But
Tarrin—Farrin fought for the men who were, and for the generation of men who
woul d not see their children grow up under Altiokis' rule. He and Sheera seek
to free Mandrigyn. But my goal is different. | seek to see the Wzard King
destroyed, rooted out, as he rooted out and destroyed the other w zards. W
are not insane, Captain—the insane ones are those who let himlive and grow "

"You don't even know he can be killed," Sun WIf said. "He's been a wizard
since before you were born. W don't even know if he's a nman or a denon or
what he is."

"He's a man," she lashed out, coldly bitter
"Then why hasn't he died?" the WIf demanded. "All the
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magic in the world won't prolong a man's life—-not for a hundred and fifty
years! Else we'd have an arny of superannuated wi zards fromall the ages in
the past crawing down the walls |ike ants. But denmons are deathless..."

"He's a man," she insisted. "Swollen and corrupt on his own immortality. His
desires are a man's desires—power, |ands, noney. Hi s caprices are a nan's
caprices, not a denon's. He has found a way-sonme way—ef prolonging his life,
indefinitely for all we know. Unless he is stopped, he will continue to grow,
and all that he touches will rot." She turned and strode to the glimrering

wi ndow, the light catching the pale streaks in her hair, |ike wood ash in a
hal f-burned fire. "It is his death | seek, whatever the cost."

"Pox rot you, you're not even a wi zard yourself!" he yelled at her. "You've
never even gone through this bloody Great Trial | keep hearing about; you
haven't got the strength to blow out his bedroom candl es! You' re as big a foo
as Sheera is!"

"Bigger," she bit out, whirling to face him and Sun Wl f could feel the
tensi on snoking fromher, like nmst froma pond on a freezing night.

"Bi gger —because Sheera fights with hope, and | have none. | know what Altiokis
i s—=+ know just how great is the gap between his powers and nmine. But if he can
be drawn into battle, there is a chance, however slim | wll use the mght of
a freed Mandrigyn to destroy him as he destroyed ny master—as he destroyed ny
future. If f can do so, | shall be satisfied, though it costs nme ny life. As a
wi zard in a town under his rule, | knowthat it will only be a matter of tine
before he learns of nmy existence, and nmy life would be forfeit then, no nmatter
what | did."

"And what about the cost to the others?" he stornmed at her. "Wat about their
lives that Altiokis will destroy?"

"I thought you cared only about your own, Captain," she jeered at him "W al
have our notives, as you yourself have said. Wthout ne, they would stil
fight. Wthout you, w thout Sheera, without Tarrin. Wthout them | would have



found anot her weapon to wi el d against the Wzard King. Depend upon it,
Captain, you are a part of us, your flesh and your fate sealed to ours. You
can no nore desert us now than the string can desert the bow. The others do
not fully see this; even Sheera understands it only in terns of her own need,

as they all do. But late or soon, the Wzard King nust be net. And willing
unwi I I'i ng, knowi ng or unknowi ng, you, Sheera, Tarrin,
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every man in the mnes, and every wonman in Mandrigyn will play a part of that
nmeeting."

Sun Wl f stared at her for a monent, silent before her deadly bitterness. Then
he said again, "You' re insane."

But she only | ooked at himw th those eyes |like jade and pol ar ice. She stood
like a black-oak statue, framed in the trailing greenery of the w ndow,
wrapped in the msty and terrible cloak of her power. She made no nove as his
stormng footfalls retreated down the sounding well of the stair, nor when the
door banged as he let himself out into the narrow street.

In black anger, Sun WIf made his way through the streets of Mandrigyn. He saw
now that, even in the unlikely event that he could talk or coerce that hellcat
Sheera into releasing him Yirth would never let her do it. He had heard wonen
called vacillating and fickle, but he saw now that it was only in such matters
as were of little nonent to nem Gven a single target, a single goal, they
could not be shaken. It was a race now, he thought, to finish the training of
the strike force before someone in the city | earned of what was happeni ng.

He traversed the Spired Bridge and turned aside through the Cathedral Square
to avoid the dissolving throngs in the market. Morning was still fresh in the
sky, the air cold and wet against his face and throat, and the sea birds
crying anmong the heaped pillows of clouds, warning of storns to cone. On two
sides of the square, bright-colored clusters of silks and furs proclaimed the
patrons of the bookbinders' stalls there; on the third side, a small troop of
Governor Derroug's househol d guards stood watch over his curtained utter

besi de the Cathedral steps. The usual sycophants were there. The Wl f

recogni zed Stirk, the harbor naster, looking like a dressed-up corpse at a
Trinitarian funeral, and the fat brute who was Derroug's captain of the watch.
Above them the Cathedral rose, its gold and turquoise nosaics glimering in
the pal e norning, buttress and done seenming to be made of gilded |ight.

As he passed the steps, a voice beyond himcalled out, "Captain!"

He knew the voice, and his heart squeezed in his breast with fear and fury. He
kept wal king. If anyone was w thin earshot, he had best not stop

Thin and clear as a cat's mew, Drypettis' voice called out again. "Captain!"
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A qui ck gl ance showed hi m no one cl ose enough to hear. He turned in his
tracks, hearing the approaching footsteps down the church's tessell ated ascent

and the restive jittering of tangled gold.

Fluttering with veils, like a half-furled pennoncel pinned with gens, the
little woman came scurrying inportantly up to him "Captain, | want you to



tell Sheera— she began

Sun Wbl f caught her by the narrow shoul ders as if he woul d shake the life from
her. "Don't you ever," he said in a soundl ess explosion of wath, "don't you
ever address nme as captain in public again."

The primnout hed face went white with rage, though she must have known t hat
she was in the wong. Under the thread-drawn saffron of her puffed sleeves, he
felt the delicate nmuscle harden |ike bone. "How dare you!" she snarled at him
Wth a wench she freed herself of his grip. "How dare you speak to ne..."

Anger crackled into himan anger fed by Yirth's nocking despair, by Sheera's
st ubbornness, and by the dangers that he had | ong sensed cl osing around him

I mpatiently he snapped, "You're bloody right 1'lIl speak to you, if you're ever
stupid enough to..."

She shrank from his pointing finger, pale, blazing, spitting |Iike a cornered
cat. The rage in her eyes stopped him startled, even before she cried, "Don't
you touch me, you | echerous bl ackguard!"

The clipped, mincing accents of Derroug Dru demanded, "And what, pray, is
this?"

Al tiokis' governor had just emerged fromthe great bronze doors of the

Cat hedral and was standing at the top of the steps, twi sted and el egant

agai nst his backdrop of clients. From where he stood, he could | ook down upon
Sun Wl f. "Unhand ny sister, boy."

The guards who had been around the litter were already approaching at a run
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. HE SLAVES CELL OF THE JAIL UNDER THE C TY RECORDS

Ofice was damp, filthy, and snelted like a privy; the straw underfoot craw ed
with black and furtive life. For as many people as there were chained to the
wal s, the place was oddly quiet. Even those |ucky enough to be fettered to
the wall by a |l ong chai n+ong enough to allow themto sit or lie, at any
rate—had the sense to keep their nouths shut. Those who, |ike Sun Wl f, had
had their slave collars |ocked to the six inches or so of short chain could
only | ean against the dripping bricks in exhausted silence, unable to nove, to
rest, or to reach the scumy trough of water that ran down the center of the
cell.

The Wl f wasn't certain how | ong he'd been there. Hours, he thought, shifting
his cranped knees. Like nost soldiers, he could relax in any position; it
woul d be quite some tinme before the strain began to tell on him Ohers were
not so fortunate, or perhaps they had been here |onger. There was a
good- | ooki ng boy of twenty or so, with a soft nop of auburn hair that hung
over his eyes, who had fallen three times since the WIf had been there. Each
time he'd been brought up choking as the iron slip-collar tightened around the
flesh of his throat. He was standing now, but he | ooked white and sick, his



breat hing | abored, his eyes glazed and desperate, as if he could feel the |ast
of his strength |l eaking away with every mnute that passed. The WIf wondered
what crine the boy had conmitted, if any.

Across the room a nman was noani ng and retching where he lay in the
unspeakabl e straw+the opening synptons to
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full-scale drug withdrawal. Sun Wl f shut his eyes wearily and wondered how
long it would be before sonmeone got word to Sheera of where he was.

Drypettis would do that nuch, he told hinself. She had been in the wong to
call himby his title rather than by his nanme; but nmuch as she nmight hate to
admt she'd nade a m stake, and much as she hated himfor supplanting her as
Sheera's right hand in the conspiracy, she wouldn't endanger Sheera's cause
for the sake of her own pride—at |east he hoped not.

The far-off tranp of feet cane to him Iron ranted. He heard Derroug's rather
shrill voice again, coldly syrupy. The Wl f renenbered the jealous, bitter
glare the little man had given himas the guards had dragged hi m down here.
The footsteps canme clearer now, the clack of the cane enphasizing the uneven
drag of the crippled foot.

Sun Wbl f sighed and braced hinself. The fetid air was like warmglue in his
l ungs. Across the room the drug addict had begun to whi nper and pick at the
i nsects, both visible and invisible, that swarmed over his sweating flesh.

There was a smart slap of saluting arnms and the grate of a key in the |ock.
Sun Wl f opened his eyes as torchlight and a sigh of cooler air bel ched

t hrough the open door; he saw figures silhouetted in the doorway at the top of
the short flight of steps. Derroug stood there, one white hand energing like a
stamen froma flower of lace to rest on the wei ghted gold knob of his cane.
Sun Wl f remenbered the cane, too—the bruise fromit was livid on his jaw

Besi de Derroug was Sheera, topping himby half a head.
"Yes, that's him" she said disinterestedly.
He thought he saw the little man's eyes glitter greedily.

A guard in the blue and gold livery of the city came down the steps with the
keys, followed by another with a torch. They unl ocked his neck chain fromthe
wal I, but left his hands manacl ed behind him and pushed himforward down the
l ong room the torchlight flashing darkly fromthe scumy puddles on the
floor. At the bottomof the steps, they stopped, and he | ooked up at Sheera,
haughty and exquisite in heliotrope satin, amethysts sparkling like trapped
stars in the black handfuls of her hair.

She was shaking, like a too tightly tensioned wire before it snapped.

"You insulted ny sister," Derroug purred, still |ooking down
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at the taller man, though Sun Wl f had the odd feeling that it was not he who



was bei ng spoken to, but Sheera. "For that | could confiscate you and have you
cut and put to work cleaning out latrines for the rest of your life, boy."

I'"d kill you first, Sun Wbl f thought, but he could feel Sheera's eyes on him

desperately willing himto be hunmble. He swall owed and kept his attention
fixed on the pearl-sewn insets of |ace around the flounced hem of her gown. "I
know that, my lord. | amtruly sorry—+i was never ny intention to do so." He

knew i f he | ooked up and net those smug eyes, sonething of his own desire to
ramthose little white teeth through the back of that oily head m ght show

"But after consulting with your—ri stress— The cool voice laid a double
nmeani ng upon the term of ownership, and Sun Wl f glanced up in tinme to see
Derroug run his eyes apprais-ingly over Sheera's body. "—ny sister has agreed
to forget the incident. You are, after all, a barbarian, and | amsure that ny
| ady Sheera could ill spare your—services."

He saw Sheera's cheeks darken in the torchlight and Der-roug's insinuating
smile.

He nade hi nsel f say, "Thank you, ny lord."

"And since you are a barbarian," Derroug continued primy, "I ampositive that
your education has been so far neglected that you are not aware that it is
customary to kneel when a sl ave addresses the governor of this city."

Sun Wbl f, who was perfectly conversant with the | aws of servitude, knew that

the customwas not hing of the kind—that this little nman nmerely wi shed to see a
bi gger one on his knees before the governor. Awkwardly, because his hands were
still bound behind him he knelt and touched his forehead to the stinking clay
of the dirty steps. "I amsorry, ny lord,"” he murmured through cl enched teeth.

Sheera's voice said, "Get up."

He obeyed her, schooling his face to show nothing of the rage that went
through himlike the burning of fever, wi shing that he had Starhawk's coo
i npassivity of countenance. He saw Derroug watching himintently, sawthe
little pointed tip of a pink tongue steal out to lick his lips.

"But I'mafraid, Sheera darling, that you are partly at fault for not having
school ed himbetter. 1 know t hese barbarians—the lash is all they understand.
But as it happens, | have—sonething better." The governor's glinting brown
eyes slid sideways at her, his gaze traveling slowy over her, like a
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lingering hand. "Wuld you object to ny dispensing a salutary | esson?"

Sheera shrugged and did not look in Sun Wl f's direction. Her voice was
careful ly unconcerned. "If you think it would benefit anyone."

"Ch, I'msure it would." Derroug Dni smiled. "I think it will be of great
benefit to you both. Lessons in the consequences of wllful disobedience are
al ways worth wat ching. "

As the guards conducted them down the narrow corridors under the Records
Ofice, Sun Wil f felt the sweat making tracks in the grinme of his face. A

| esson in the consequences of di sobedi ence could nmean anythi ng, and Sheera was
evidently quite prepared to let himtake it. Not, he reflected in that grinly



cal mcorner of his mnd, that there was anything she could do about it. Like
him she had the choice of trying to fight her way out of it now and very
likely inplicating and destroying all the others in the troop in the resulting
furor or going along and ganbling on her bluff. Anong the |urching shadows of
the ever-narrowi ng halls, her back was straight and uncomunicative. The gl eam
of the torch flame spilled down the satin of her dress as she held il clear of
the filthy flagstones; Derroug's hand, straying to touch her hip, was like a
flaccid white spider on the shining fabric.

"Qur Lord Altiokis has recently sent me—ah—assurances that can be used to
puni sh those who are di sobedient or disloyal to ne as his governor," he was
saying. "In view of the recent upheaval s, such neasures are quite necessary.
There nust be no doubt in my mind of the loyalty of our citizens."

"No," Sheera nurnured. "OF course not."

Behi nd her, Sun Wbl f could see she was trenbling, either with rage or with
fear.

A guard opened a door, the second to the last along the narrow hall.
Torchlight gl eamed on sonething snooth and relfective in the darkness. As he
stepped aside to |l et Sheera precede himinto the room Derroug asked the
sergeant of the guards, "Has one of them been let |oose?"

"Yes, nmy lord," the man muttered and w ped his beaded face under the gold
hel met rim

The little man smiled and foll owed Sheera into the room O her guards pushed
Sun Wl f down the two little steps after them The door closed, shutting out
the torchlight fromthe hall.

The only light in the roomcanme fromcandl es that flickered
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behi nd a thick pane of glass set in the wall that faced the door. It showed

Sun Wl f a narrow cell, such as commonly contained prisoners inmportant enough
to be singly confined, its bricks scarred by the bored scrapings of forner
i nmates. The roomwas small, some five feet by five; it hid nothing, even from

that diffuse gleam The reflections of the candles showed hi m Sheera's face,
i mpassi ve but wary, and the greedy gleamin the governor's eyes as he | ooked
at her.

"Cbserve," Derroug purred, his hand noving toward the wi ndow. "I have been
privileged to see Altiokis* cell like this, built in the oldest part of his
Citadel; | have been nore than privileged that he has—ah-sent ne the

wherewi thal to establish one of ny owmn. It is nost effective for—disloyalty."

The room beyond the glass was clearly another solitary cell. It was only a
little larger than the first, and utterly bare of furniture. Candles burned in
ni ches close to the ceiling, higher than a man could reach. It contai ned four
or five small |ead boxes; one of them had been opened. The cell door, clearly
the I ast door along the hall down which they had passed, was shut, but the
Wl f coul d hear nore guards approaching along the corridor. Mxed with their
surer tread, he could distinguish the unwilling, shuffling step of a
prisoner's feet.

Sonet hi ng noved in the sem dark of the room beyond the wi ndow. For a nonent,
he thought it was only a chance reflection in the glass, but he saw Sheera's
head jerk to catch the notion as well. In a nmonment there was another flicker



bri ght and el usive. There was sonething there, sonmething like a whirling fl ake
of fire, drifting and eddying near the ceiling with a restless notion that was
alnmost like life.

Sun Wl f frowned, following it with his eyes through the protective w ndow.
Whether it was bright in itself or merely reflective of chance flames, he
could not tell. It was difficult to track its nmotions, for it skittered here
and there, alnmost randomy, like a housefly on a hot day or a dragonfly
skimmng on the warmair over the marshes; it was a single, noving point of
bright flane in the nmurk beyond the gl ass.

There was a funbling noise in the corridor. Wth astoni shing quickness, the
door visible in the other room opened and sl anmed shut again behind the nman
who had been thrust inside—the red-haired young sl ave who had stood opposite
Sun Whif in the jail. The prisoner stunbled, throwi ng his unbound hands w de
for bal ance; for an instant he stood in the center
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of the room gaping about him baby-blue eyes wide and staring with fear
The boy swung around with a startled cry.

Li ke an el ongating needle of light, the flake of fire—er whatever it
was—struck, an instantaneous vision of incredible quickness. The young man

st aggered, his hands going to cover one of his eyes as if sonething had stung
it. The next instant, his scream ng could be heard through the stone and gl ass
of the wall.

What foll owed was sickening, horrifying even to a nercenary inured to all the
terrible fashions in which men slew one another. The boy bent doubl e;
clutching his eye, his screans rising to a frenzied pitch. He began to run
clawing blindly, ineffectually, at his face, falling into walls. The Wl f saw
the thread of bl ood begin to drip frombetween the grabbing fingers as the
boy's knees buckied. He registered, with clinical awareness, the progress of
the pain by the twisting jerks of the boy's body on the floor and by the

ri sing agony and terror of the shrieks. Sun WIf noted how the frantic fingers
dug and pi cked, how the hel pless linbs threshed about, and how the back
withed into an arch

It seened to take forever. The boy was rolling on the floor, screamng ..
scream ng. .

Sun Wbl f could tell—-he thought they all could tell —-when the screans changed,
when the fire—poi son—+nsect-—whatever it was—ate its way through to the brain.
Sonet hi ng broke in the boy's cries; a deafening, animl how replaced the
human voi ce. The body jerked, as if every nuscle had spasnmed together, and
began to roll and hop around the cell in a grotesque and filthy parody of
life. dancing at Sheera, Sun WIf saw that she had cl osed her eyes. Had she
been able to, she would

-have brought up her hands to cover her ears as well. Beyond her, Derroug's
face wore a tight, satisfied smle; through his flared nostrils, his breathing
dragged, as if he had drunk wi ne. Sun Wl f |ooked back to the w ndow, feeling
his own face, his own hands, bathed in icy sweat. If there were ever a
suspi ci on, ever a question, about the troop, the governor had only to show the
suspect what he hinmself had just seen. There was no doubt that person would
tell everything—the WIf knew that he woul d.



The scream ng continued, a gross, bestial ululation; the body
- was still noving, blood-splotched hands funbling at the stones on the fl oor
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Derroug's voice was a soft, alnost dreany nmurmur. "So you see, mny dear," he
was saying, "it is best that we ascertain, once and for all, who
can—denonstrate—their loyalty to ne." And his little white hand stol e around
her wai st, "Send your boy hone."

"Apol ogi ze to Drypettis?" Sun Wl f paused in the act of pouring; the gol den
brandy sl opped over the rimof the cup and onto his hand. The pine table of
the potting roomwas pooled with red wine and anber spirits; the |laden air
reeked of them heavy over the thick aromas of dirt and potting clay. H s eyes
were red-rinmed, bloodshot, and unnaturally steady. He had been drinking

nmet hodi cal | y and conprehensively since he had returned home that nmorning. It
was now an hour short of sunset, and Sheera had just returned. H s voice was
only slightly thickened as he said, "That haughty little snirp shoul d never
have called nme captain in public and she knows it."

Sheera's nmouth | ooked rather white, her lips pressed tight together, her dark
hair still sticking to her cheeks with the danpness of her bath. The Wl f was
hal f tenpted to pull up a chair for her and pour her a glass—not that there
was much left in any of the bottles by this tine. He had never seen a wonan
who | ooked as if she needed it nore.

But Sheera said, "She says she never called you captain."

He stared at her, wondering if the brandy had affected his perception. "She
what ?"

"She never called you captain. She told me she called out to you and told you
to take a nmessage to ne, and you refused and told her you were no one's errand
boy..."

"That's a lie." He straight-armed the brandy at one shot and | et the glass
slide fromhis fingers. Then rage hit him stronger than any drink, stronger
than what he had felt for Derroug while on his knees before the governor in
the prison.

"Captain," Sheera said tightly, "Dru spoke to nme just before | left the

pal ace. She woul d never have called you by your title in public. She knows
better than that."

"She may know better than that,"” Sun Wl f said levelly, "but it's possible to
forget. Al right. But that's what she called ne, and that's why—*

The controll ed voice cracked suddenly. "You're saying Dru lied to ne."

"Yes," the WIf said, "that's what |'m saying. Rather than adnit that she was
inthe wong." It crossed his nind fleetingly
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t hat he should not be argui ng—ot drunk as he was, not this afternoon, not
after the kind of scene he was fairly certain had taken place with Drypettis



i medi ately after what anpbunted to rape. He could see the lines of tension

di ggi ng thensel ves tighter and tighter into Sheera's face, like the print of
ugly nenories in her tired flesh, and the sudden, uncontrollable trenbling of
her bruised lips. But her next words drove any thought fromhis nind

"And what woul d you rather do than admit you're wong, Captain?"

"Not He about one of ny troops."

"Hah!" She had picked up a small rake, turning it nervously in fingers that
shook; now she threw it back to the table with ringing violence. "Your troops!
You' d have tossed her out fromthe start—=

"Damed right | would," he retorted, "and this is why."

"Because she was never to your taste, you nean!"

"Wiman, if you think all I've had to do in the last two nmonths has been to put
t oget her a harem of assassins for nysel f—=

"Rot your eyes, what el se have you been doi ng?" she yelled back at him "From
Lady Winshardin to Glden and WI -ane—=

"Let's not forget the ones who were assigned," he roared, pitching his voice
to drown hers. "If you're jealous ..."

"Don't flatter yourself!" she spat at him "That's what sickens you, isn't it?
You can't stand to teach women the arts of war because those are your

preserve, aren't they? The only way you can take it is if you make them your
worren. They have your permi ssion to be good so long as you're better, and the
ones who get to be the best you make dammed sure will |ove you too much ever
to beat you!"

"You don't know what the hell you're tal king about and

you sure aren't warrior enough to know what it neans!" he

| ashed back at her, hurling the brandy bottle at the opposite
wal |, so that it shattered in an expl osion of al cohol and gl ass.

"The best of the women | know is better than any man—

"Ch, yes," the woman sneered furiously. "I've seen that

best one of yours, and she | ooked at you the way a school girl
| ooks at her First beau! You' ve never given two cow patties
together for anything about this troop! You wouldn't care if
"5 we were all destroyed, so long as you aren't threatened by

Nanyone el se's excel |l ence! "
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"You talk to me about that when you've been a warrior anywhere near as |ong as

| have—er the Hawk has!" he storned at her. "And no, | don't give two cow pats
toget her for you and your stupid cause. And yes, part of it's because of the



| adi es whom | don't want to see get their throats cut in your danfoo
enterprise—=

"Tarrin—

"I'"'m damed sick of hearing about pox-rotted Tarrin and your reeking cause!"
he roar ed.

Red with rage, she shouted over his voice, "You can't see any higher than your
own conforts—

He yell ed back at her, "That's what |'ve said fromthe beginning, rot your
poxy eyes! 1'd have washed nmy hands of the whol e flam ng business, and of you,
t oo—st ubborn, bull-headed hellcat tbat you are! |I'mthrough with you and your
damed tantruns!”

"You'll stay and you'll like it!" Sheera raged. "Or you'll die scream ng your
guts out a day' s journey fromthe wall, and that's the only choice you' ve
got, soldier! You'll do what | tell you or Yirth may not even give you that
choi ce! "

She whirled in a flame-colored slash of skirts and veils and storned fromthe
little room slamming the flinsy door behind her. He heard her footsteps
stride into the distance, crashing hollowy, and at |ast heard the thunderous
smash of the outer door. Through the w ndow, he saw her stride up into the
twilight of the garden toward the house, past the rocks he had settled anong
the bare roots of juniper, and past the dark pavilion of the bathhouse. She
was sobbing, the dry, bitter weeping of rage.

Del i berately, Sun Wl f picked up a wine bottle fromthe table and hurled it
agai nst the opposite wall. He did the same with the next and the next and the
next—and all the others that he had consunmed in the course of the day, since
he had returned from seeing what it was that Derroug had hi dden beneath his
pal ace. Then he got up and nmade his way with a perfectly steady stride to the
stabl es, saddl ed a horse, and rode out of Mandrigyn by the land gate, just as
the sun was setting.

He rode throughout the night and on into norning. The al cohol burned slowy
out of his blood without |essening in himthe determination to thwart Sheera,
once and for all. Anzid was just about the |last choice he woul d have taken
had he been allowed to pick his own death, but horrible death of sone sort
woul d cone to himfor certain if he remained in Mandrigyn.
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Today he had seen at |east one that was worse than anzid. And in any case, he
woul d die his own man, not Sheera's sl ave.

He turned the horse's head toward the west, traversing in darkness the

hal f-fl ooded fields, spiky with sedge and with the bare branches of naked
trees. Before m dnight, he reached the crossroads where the way ran up to the
Iron Pass and the greater bul k of the Tchard Mountai ns and out over the

upl ands to pass through the rocks of the Stren Water Valley down to the rich
Bi ght Coast. It had been in his mnd to ride north up the pass, know ng that
Sheera woul d never think to seek himon Altiokis' !, very doorstep. And seek
hi m she woul d, of that he was certain. She would never endure this [ast
defiance fromhim He had vowed that he would not give her the satisfaction of
ever finding his body, of ever knowi ng for certain that he was dead.



Besides, if she found himbefore the anzid killed him it mght be possible
for her to bring him back.

But in the end, he could not take the Citadel road. He turned the nmare's head
westward where the roads crossed and spurred on through the dripping silence
of the dark woods.

He wondered if the Hawk woul d understand what he was doi ng.

Ari, he knew, woul d have apol ogi zed to Drypettis with every evi dence of
sincerity and a mental vow to take it out of that pinch-faced little vixen
later. And the Hawk ... The Hawk woul d have told them at the outset that she
woul d die and be dammed to themeor el se have found a way to avoid the entire
si tuation.

What had Sheera nmeant about the way the Hawk had | ooked at hin? Was it sinply
Sheera's jeal ousy or her hate? O did she, as a wonan, see things with a
worman' s different eyes.

He didn't think so, nmuch as he would have |liked to believe ' that Starhawk had
| ooked at himw th sonething other than that calm businesslike gaze. In his
experience, |ove had always j; neant demands—en the time, on the soul, and
certainly on 7, the attention. Starhawk had never asked himfor anything
except “~.instruction in their chosen craft of war and an occasi onal daf-

bul b for her own garden.

It was Starhawk, in fact, who had defined for himwhy |ove death to the

prof essi onal, on one of those |long winter ~ftvenings in Wynde when Fawn had
gone to sleep, her head his lap, her curls spilling over his thigh. He and the
Hawk sat up tal king, half drunk before the white sand of the ten hearth,
listening to the rain drummng on the cypresses
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of the gardens outside. It was he who had spoken of |ove, who had quoted his
father's maxim Don' 1 fall in love and don't mess with magic. Love was a
crack in a man's arnor, he had said. But the Hawk, with her clearer insight,
had said that |ove sinply caused one to cease being single-ninded. For a
warrior, to |l ook aside fromthe main goal of survival could mean death. He
could not love, if his goal was to survive at all costs.

Could a woman who | oved speak of love with such clear-eyed brutality?
Could a worman who didn't?

Dawn cane, slow and gray through the wooded hills. Yellow |l eaves nuffled the
road in soaked carpets; overhangi ng branches splattered and dri pped on the

Wl f's back. He rode nore slowy now, scouting as he went, taking his bearings
on the crowding hills visible above the bare trees. South of the road, those
hills shoul dered cl ose, nassive and |lunpy, stitched with narrow ravines and a
ri sing network of |edges, half choked in scrub and wild grape. Here and there,
he heard the frothing voices of swollen streans, boom ng anong the rocks.

Wnd flicked his long hair back over his shoulders and laid a cold hand on his
cheek. He had forgotten how good it felt to be alone and free, even if only
free to die.

It was midafternoon when he let the horse go. He sent it on its way along the



westward road with a slap on the runp, and it trotted off gamely, |eaving

tracks that Sheera was sure to follow. Wth any luck, she'd trail it quite a
di stance and never find his body at all. It would rot that hellcat's soul, he
thought with a griminward snile, to think that he mght, by sone mracle,
have el uded her—o think that, somewhere in the world, he mght still be alive
and | aughi ng.

He was al ready beginning to feel the anzid working in his veins, like the

early stirrings of fever. He struck back through the woods in an oblique
course toward the rocks of the higher hills and the caves that he knew lay in
the direction of Man-drigyn. It was a | ong way, and he went cautiously,
covering his tracks, wading in the freezing scour of the streans, and finding
his way over the rocky ground by instinct when the daylight faded again into
eveni ng.

He had al ways had sharper senses in the dark than nost men; he had had that
ability as a child, he renenbered, and it had been al nbst uncanny. Even in the
cl oud- covered darkness and rising wi nd, he made out the vague shapes of the
trees, the ghostly birches and | eering, gargoyle oaks. His nose told
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himit would rain later, destroying his tracks; wi nd was al ready tuggi ng at
hi s cl ot hes.

The ground underfoot grew steep and stony, rising sharply and broken by the
out cropped bones of the earth. He found that his breath t\ad begun to saw at
his lungs and throat, a cold sharpness, as if broken glass were | odged
somewhere inside. Still the ground steepened, and the foliage thinned around
hi m vague rock shapes becane visible above, rimed with a nilky half-Iight
that only the utter darkness of the rest of the night let himsee at all.
Weakness pulled at himand a kind of feverish pain that had no single

| ocation; nausea had begun to cranp his stomach |ike chew ng pincers.

The first wave of it hit himin the high, w ndy darkness of a broken hillside,
doubling himover, as if a drench of acid had been spilled through his guts.
The shock of it took his breath away and, when the pain faded, left himweak
and shaking, feeling sickened and queerly vulnerable. After a tinme, he got to
his feet, hardly daring to nove for fear the red agony would return. Even as
he staggered on, he felt it lying in wait for him |urking behind every fiber
of his nuscles.

It took him another hour to find the kind of place that he sought. He had been
| ooking for a cave deep in the hills, so far fromthe road that, no matter how
| oudly he screaned, no searchers would hear. \Wat he found was a ruined

buil ding, a sort of chapel whose broken walls were weathed and hung with
curtains of winter-brown vines. In the crypt below it was a pit, some twenty
feet deep and circular, ten or fifteen feet across. Thrown pebbles clinked
solidly or rustled in weeds; the little light that filtered through the

bl owi ng branches above hi m showed hi m not hing stirring but w nd-tossed

heat her .

By now he was sweating, his hands trenbling, a growing pain in his body
punctuated by lightning bolts of cranps. Cautiously, he hung by his hands over
the edge, then let hinself drop.

It was a mistake. It was as if his entire body had been flayed apart; the
slightest shock or jar pierced himlike tearing splinters of wood. The



sickening intensity of the pain made himvomit, and the retching brought with

it new pains, which in turn fed others. Like the first cracking of a sea wail,
each new agony | essened his resistance to those nmounting behind it, until they
ripped his flesh and his mnd as a volcano would rip the rock that sealed it.

Dimy, he wondered how he could
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still be conscious, or if the agony would go on like this until he died.
It was only the beginning of an endl ess night.

Sheera found himin the pit, long after the dawn that barely lightened the

bl ackness of the rainsqualls of the night. Wnd tore at her wet riding skirts
as she stood | ooking down fromthe pit's edge and snagged at the dripping
coils of her hair. Though it was his screaning which had drawn her, his voice
had cracked and fail ed. Through the rain that slashed her eyes, she could see
himstill noving, crawling feverishly through the gross filth that smeared
every inch of the pit's floor, groaning brokenly but unable to rest.

In spite of the rain, the place snelled |like one of the | ower cesspools of
Hel | . Resolutely, she knotted the rope she had brought with her to the bol e of
a tree and shinned down. Her |ioness rage had carried her through the night
hunt, but now, seeing what was left after the anzid had done its work, she
felt only a queer mingling of pity and spite and horror. She wondered if Yirth
had been aware that the death woul d take this |ong.

From fever or pain, he had thrown off nobst of his clothes, and the rain made
runnel s through the filth that sneared his blue and icy flesh. He was stil
crawl i ng doggedly, as if he could sonehow outdi stance the agony; but as she
approached, he was seized with a spasm of retching that had | ong since ceased
to bring up anything but gory bile. She saw that his hands were torn and

bl oody, clenched in pain so tightly she thought the force of it nust break the
bones. After the convul sion had ceased, he | ay sobbing, racked by the
aftermath, the rain trickling through the stringy weeds of his hair. H's face
was turned aside a little fromthe unspeakabl e pools in which he half |ay, and
the flesh of it |ooked sunken and pinched, like a dying man's.

There were no sounds in the pit then, except for the dreary, incessant rustle
of falling water and his hoarse, wetched sobbing. That, too, she had not
expected. She wal ked a step nearer and stood looking in a kind of horrible
fascination at the degraded head, the sodden hair thin and matted with sline,
and the broken and trenbling hands. Quietly, she said, "You stupid, stubborn
bastard." Her own voice sounded shaky to her ears. "l've got a good nmind to go
of f and | eave you, after all."

She had not thought he'd heard. But he noved his head a
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tittle, dilated eyes regarding her through a fog of pain frompits of

bl ackened fl esh. She could tell he was alnost blind, fighting with every
tormented muscle of his body to bring her into focus, to speak, and to contro
t he wheezing thread of his screamshattered voice into sonething thai could be

heard and under st ood.

He managed to whi sper, "Leave ne, then."



Her own horror at what she had done turned to fury, fed by the weariness of
her long nighl's terrified searching. Through darkness and cl ouds of weakness,
Sun Wbl f could see al nbst nothing, but his senses, raw as if sandpapered,
brought himthe feel of her rage |like a wave of heat. For a nonment, he
wondered if she would kick himwhere he lay or lash at himw th the riding
whi p in her hands.

But then he heard her turn away, and the splash of her boots retreated through
the puddl es that scattered the pit's floor in the rain. For an elastic tine he
lay fighting the unconsciousness that he knew would only bring himthe hideous
terror of visions. Then he heard the rattle of her horse's retreating hooves,

dying away into the thundering clatter of the rain. He slipped again into the
red vortex of delirium

There was utter loneliness there and terrors that reduced the pain ripping

t hrough his distant body to an insignificant ache that would merely result in
his eventual death. Wrse things pursued and caught hi m4+oss, regret,
self-hate, and all the spilling ugliness that festered in the bottomost pits
of the m nd.

And then, after black wanderings, he was aware of noonlight in a place he had
never been before and the far-off surge of the sea. Blinking, he nmade out the
narrowi ng stone walls of one of those beehive chapels that dotted the rocky
coasts of the ocean in the northwest, the darkness around the Mdther's altar
and the shape of a warrior kneeling just beyond the uneven circle of noonlight
that lay like a tiny carpet in the center of the tranpled clay floor

The warrior's clothing was unfamliar, the quilted, shiny stuff of the Bight

Coast. The scarred boots he knew, and the sword that lay with the edge of its
bl ade across the noonlight, a white and blinding sliver. The bent head, pale

and bright as the noonlight, he could have m staken for no other

She | ooked up, and he saw tears glittering on the high | ~cheekbones, like rain
fallen on stone. She whispered, "Chief?" d got haltingly to her feet, her eyes
struggling to pierce the
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gl oomthat separated them "Chief, where are you? |'ve been | ooking for
you. .."

He held out his hand to her and sawit, torn and filthy, as he had seen it
lying in the slime of the pit. She hesitated, then took it, her lips like ice
against it, her tears scalding the raw fl esh.

"Where are you?" she whi spered again,

"I"'min Mandrigyn," he said quietly, forcing the scorched remains of his voice

to be steady. "I'mdying—don't ook for me further."
"Rot that," Starhawk said, her voice shaking. "I haven't come all this way
just to—=

"Hawk, |isten," he whispered, and she rai sed her eyes, the blood fromhis hand
st reaki ng her cheek, blotched and sneared with her tears. "Just tell ne
thi s—did you | ove ne?"

"OfF course," she said inpatiently. "Wl f, 1'll always |love you. | always have
| oved you."



He sighed, and the weight settled heavier over him the grief for what could
have been. "I'msorry," he said. "I wasted the tinme we had—and |I'msorry for
what that did to you."

She shook her head, even the slight brushing noverment of it tearing at the
rawness of his overtaxed body. He shut his teeth hard agai nst the pain, for he
could feel himself already fraying, his flesh tugged at by the w nds of

not hi ngness.

"The tine wasn't wasted," Starhawk said softly. "If you'd thought you |l oved ne
as you |l oved Fawni e and the others, you would have kept me at a di stance, as
you did them and mat woul d have been worse. | would radi er be one of your nen

t han one of your wonen."
"I see that," he nurnured, for he had seen it, in the tw sting visions of the
endl ess night. "But that speaks better of you than it does of ne."

"You are what you are." Her voice was so quiet that, over it, he could hear
the distant beat of the sea on the rocks and the faint thread of the night
wi nd. Her hands tightened like icy bones around the broken ness of his
fingers, and he knew she could feel himgoing. "I wouldn't have traded it."

"I was what | was," he corrected her. "And | wanted you to know. "

"I knew. "

He had never before seen her cry, not even when they'd cut arrowheads from her
flesh on the battlefields; her tears fell w thout bitterness or weakness, only
coursing with the | one-
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liness that he had hinself cone to understand. He raised his hand to touch (he
white silk of her hair. "I love you, Hawk," he whispered. "Not just as one of
nmy men—and not just as one of my wonmen. |I'msorry | did not knowit in tinme."

He felt hinmself slip fromher, drawn back toward that bleak and storning

dar kness. He knew his body and his soul were breaking, like a ship on a reef;
all his garnered strength sieved bl eeding through the weckage of spars. Al
the buried things, the | oves and hopes and desires that he had deri ded and
forgotten because he could not bear to see themdenied himby fate, poured
burning fromtheir cracked hiding places and challenged himto deny them now.

They were |like ancient dreans of fire, as searing as nmolten gold. He heard his
father's derisive jeers through the darkness, though the voice was his own;
the old dreans burned like flane, the heat of them greater than the pain of
the anzid burning through his flesh. But he gathered the dreams into his
hands, though they were nade of fire, of nolten rage, and of wonder. The
scorching of their power seared and peeled the last of his flesh away, and his
final vision was of the stark | acework of his bones, clutching those forgotten
fires.

Then the vision disappeared fromhim as his own apparition had faded from
Starhawk's grasp. He opened his eyes to the slanted wood of the loft ceiling,
fretted with the wan sunlight that filtered through the bare trees of Sheera's
courtyard. He heard the murmur of Sheera's voice frombelow in the orangery
and Yirth's terse and scornful reply.



Yi nh, he thought and cl osed his eyes again, overborne by horror and despair.
Al his efforts of that long day to hide his trail from Sheera—and she had
only to ask Yirth to speak his name and | ook into standing water. The night he
had spent in the pit, the pain, and the unnamabl e grief had been for nothing.

Weak and spent, there was nothing of his scoured flesh or mnd that would
answer his bidding; had he had the strength to do so, he would have wept. The
wonmren had won. He was still alive and still their slave. Even had he been able
to find a way to elude Yirth's magi c, he knew he woul d make no further attenpt
at escape. He woul d never have the strength to go through that again.

CHAPTER —14 —
.AD SUN WOLF BEEN ABLE TO, HE WOULD HAVE AVQ DED

Yirth's care, but he could not. For two days he lay utterly hel pl ess, drinking
what little she gave himto drink, feeling the shadows shrink and rise with

t he passage of the cloudy days, and listening to the rain drumon the tiles or
trickle, gossiping, fromthe eaves. In the nights, he heard the wonmen assenbl e
bel ow, the thud of feet and the sharp bark of Denga Rey's voice, Sheera's curt
conmands, and mingling of voices in the gardens, as they came and went from

t he bat hhouse. Once he heard a hesitant tread clinb the stairs toward his

| oft, pause just below the turn that led to his door, and wait there for a
long time, before retreating once again.

He slept a great deal. H s body and mnd both felt gutted. Sometines the wonen
who canme—Anmber Eyes, Yirth, occasionally Sheera—woul d speak to him but he did
not remenber replying. There seened to be no point init.

On the third day, he was able to eat again, a little, though neat stil
nauseated him In the afternoon, he went down to the potting room and repaired
t he danage mat negl ect had done to his bulbs and to the young trees in the
successi on houses. Like a spark slowy flickering to |ife against danp tinder
he could feel hinmself conming back to hinself, but the weariness that clung to
hi s bones nade himwary of even the slightest tax on either his body or the
nore deeply lacerated ribbons of his soul. Wien he heard Sheera cone into the
orangery in the changeable tw light at sundown, he avoi ded her, fading back
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into the shadows of the potting roomwhen she entered it and slipping unseen
out the door behind her

After the women had cone and gone that night, he went to tie in the hot water
and steam of the bathhouse, listening to the wind that thrashed the bare
branches overhead, feeling, as he had felt as a child, that curious sense of
being alive with the life of the night around him

He returned to a sleep unnarred by dreans.

Voi ces in the orangery woke him a soft, furtive nurnuring, and the swft
patter of bare feet. During his illness, though she had nursed himby day,
Amber Eyes had not spent the night there. He wondered whet her she had had
anot her | over all along while Sheera had assigned her to keep hi m occupi ed.
The roomwas enpty as he rolled soundlessly to his feet and stole toward the
stai rway door.

He coul d hear their voices clearly.



silly cuckoos, you should never have tried it alone! If you' d been taken

It was Sheera's voice, the stanmering tension giving the lie to the anger in
her words.

"More of us wouldn't have done any good," G lden's huskier tones argued. "It
woul d have just nade nore to be caught... Holy God, Sheera, you weren't there!
1 don't know what it was! But..."

"I's she still there, then?" Denga Rey denmanded sharply.

G I den nust have nodded. After a nonment, the gladiator went on roughly. "Then
we' |l have to go back."

"But they'll know soneone's trying to rescue her now. " That was WIlarne's
Voi ce.

By the spirits of nmy ancestors, how the hell many of themare in on it,
whatever it is! Sun Wl f asked hinself.

Exerci sing every ounce of animal caution he possessed, trusting that whatever
noi se they were maki ng down in the orangery would divert their minds, if the
stairs creaked—though it shouldn't, if their training had done them any

good! —he slipped down the stairs, stopping just behind where he knew his body
woul d catch the light.

There were five of them grouped around the seed of |ight that gl owed above
the clay lanp on the table. A thread of gold reflection outlined the sharp
curve of Denga Rey's aquiline

afile and glistened in her dark eyes. Beside her, Sheera was

apped in the cherry-red wool of her bed robe, her black hair
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strewed over her shoulders |ike sea wack. The three wonen before them were
dressed—er undressed—for battle.

From his hiding place, Sun Wl f noted the changes in those delicate-boned

bodi es. The slack flesh had given place to hard nuscle. Even Eo, towering
above the two little hairdressers, had a taut sleekness to her, for all her
remai ni ng bul k. Under dark cl oaks, they wore only the | eather breast guards of
their training outfits, short drawers, and knife belts. Their hair had been
brai ded tightly back; WIlane's had cone hal f undone in some kind of struggle
and lay in an asymetrical rope over her left shoul der, the ends tipped and
sticky with bl ood.

Sheera's wonen, he thought, had gone to battle before their comander was
ready for it. He wondered why.

Sheera was sayi ng, "Wen was she arrested? And why?"
Eo fixed her with cold, bitter blue eyes. "Do you really need to ask why?"

Sheera's back stiffened. G lden said, with her usual diplonmnacy, "The reason



was supposedly insolence in the street. But he spoke to her yesterday outside
Eo's forge ..."

Eo went on bitterly. "Well, he can hardly seriously suspect a fifteen-year-old
girl of treason.”

"W had to act fast,” WIlane said, dark al nond eyes wide with concern. "That's
why we weren't in class tonight."

"You' d have done better to conme and get hel p," Denga Rey snapped.

In the darkness of the stairs, Sun Wl f felt sudden anger kindle through him
startling and cold. Tisa, he thought. Gl-den's daughter—Eo's ni ece and
apprentice. A girl whose adol escent gawki shness was fading into a coltish
beauty. He wondered if she, too, had been given an opportunity to prove her
"loyalty" to Derroug and had been arrested for rebuffing him

G lden was saying, "W went in over the wall near the Lupris Canal. W took
out two guards, weighted the bodies, and dunped them But—Sheera, the guards
in the palace conpound itself! | swear they see in the dark. There was no
[ight, none, but they saw us and came after us. W could hear them One of

t hem caught Wlane..."

"I don't understand it," W] arne whispered. Her hands, fine-boned and as
little as a child's, clenched together in the nmenory of the fight and the
fear. "He—he didn't seemto feel pain. Ohers were comng— hurt him | know
hurt him but it didn't stop him it didn't do anything. | barely got away..."
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"Al'l right," Sheera said. "I'll send a nessage to Drypettis, tell her what's
happened, and see if she can get us into the pal ace.™

"She'll be watched,"” Sun WIf said. "And you couldn't get a nmessage to her
toni ght."

It was the first tine that he had spoken in three days, and they swuing around,
startled, not even knowi ng that he had been there watching them Having spoken
to Starhawk fromthe pit, he was no | onger surprised at what remained of his
voi ce, but he saw the frown that fol ded Sheera's brow at the rasping wheeze of
it, the worry in Eo's broad, notherly face, and the flood of joy and relief in
the eyes of G lden and Wl ame. They had, he realized, been truly frightened
for him

Sheera was the first to speak. "Derroug doesn't suspect
Dm.."

"Maybe not of treason, but he knows she'd do just about anything you bade her.
Whet her he understands that there's sone kind of connection between you and
Glden, | don't know... But in any case, we've got to get Tisa out of there
before he tries to lay hands on her."

He intercepted a ook fromGlden and realized that, for all her briskly
matter-of-fact attitude about her daughter, she was not quite the offhand

not her she seenmed. He al so realized that she had not expected himto agree
with her. Guffly, he anplified. "If Derroug tries to force her, she'l
fight—and she'll ftght Iike a trained warrior, not a scared girl. Then the
cat's really going to be out of the bag. So when did you take out the guards,
G| den?"



G I den stammered, recovering herself, "About two hours ago," she said. "They
were starting their watch—+the watches are four hours."

"We' || need a diversion, then." He glanced across at Sheera. "Think you can
find Derroug's sleeping quarters agai n?"

Her face scarlet, she said, "Yes," in a stifled voice.

"Change your clothes, then, and bring your weapons. Denga, you stay here. |I'm
not surprised the little bastard' s guards saw you skirts in the dark if you
didn't blacken your flesh."

G lden, Wl ame, and Eo | ooked at one another in confusion

"But never mind, you're lucky you weren't killed, and we'll leave it at that.
I don't know if you've made any provision for the plot being blown, Sheera,
but it's too late to nake one now. You know that if anyone's captured, she'l
talk. You were in that cellar, too."
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At the menmory of the red-haired young slave's screans, Sheera went pale, her
face drained of color as quickly as it had suffused.

"Myself, I'd sit tight and try to bluff it out. But if we're not back by
nor ni ng, Denga, you can assume that you're in conmand and Derroug knows
everyt hing. Take whatever steps you think you need to."

"Al'l right," the gl adi ator said.

"We' || get Tisa to Lady Winshardin's. Derroug know she's your daughter?" This
| ast was addressed to G |den, who shook her head.

"Good." He stood for a noment, studying his two half-pints, dainty little

assassins with blood in their hair. "One nore thing. As | said, we'll need a
di version. You two are so good at coming up with pranks—by the tinme J cone
back, | want you to think of a real good one."

And the interesting thing was that, when he cane downstairs five ninutes
| ater, wearing only a short battle kilt, boots, and his weapons, they had
t hought of one.

"There they go." Turning his face slightly to keep his nose out of the nuddy
roof tiles, Sun Wl f glanced down into the barracks courtyard of the
governor's pal ace, then across at Sheera, who |lay spread-eagled in the shadows
of the ornamental parapet at his side. She raised her head a little; the view
fromthe roof of the counting house that backed the barracks court was

excell ent. Men could be seen pouring out of the barracks, sleepily pulling on
their blue and gold livery or rubbing unshaven faces and cursing. In their

m dst, solicitously supported by the fat captain, mnced the veiled fornms of
G I den and WJarne, dressed to the eyebrows in a fashion that woul d have done
Cobra and Crazyred proud.

He heard the faint breath of Sheera's laughter. "Were on earth did Gl den get
that feather tippet?" she whispered. "That's the nost vulgar thing |'ve ever
seen, but it nust have cost sonebody fifty crowns!”



Strident and foul, Glden's voice carried up to themin a startiingly accurate
rendering of a by-no-neans carefully bred courtesan's tones. "The bastard said
somet hi ng about burning the records—that all his H ghness' troops wouldn't do
hima speck of good w thout records."

Sheera whi spered, "The Records Ofice is in the northeast coner of the pal ace.
Derroug's quarters are at the sout hwest."
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"Right." Myving carefully, Sun WIf slid down the sharp slant of the roof,
edged around a | ead gargoyle, and | owered hinself down to the oak spar of a
decorated beamend that thrust itself out into space, a dozen feet above the
dark slot of the alley that separated counting house from barracks wall. The
gap was negligi ble, though the | anding was narrow-ei ghteen inches at the top
of the parapet. In this corner of the old defense works that had once
surrounded this part of the grounds, the stonework | ooked negl ected and
treacherous. He junped, out and down, his body flexing conpactly as it hit the
top of the crenelations, and he sprang neatly down to the catwal k a few feet
bel ow.

He | ooked back up to the roof. Sheera had the sense to keep nmoving, snoothly
and swiftly, once she broke cover. The wi ndy darkness of the night was such

t hat everything seened to be noving—+t woul d have been difficult to

di stingui sh the novenent as human. Since his ordeal in the pit, Sun WIf was
aware that he could see clearly now in darkness—he thought that his sense of
direction, always excellent, had inproved as well. In the shadows, he could
see Sheera's face, tense and watchful, as she reached the edge of the roof.
She | owered hersel f over, her feet feeling conpetently for the beam her

bl ackened arms nonentarily sil houetted agai nst the paler plaster of the house.

A cat-leap, and she was beside him Silently, she scanned the dark bul k of the
pal ace before them then pointed southwest. Thanks to the alarm the barracks
were enpty. They descended fromthe wall by the turret stair of the guardhouse
itsel f, ducking through the stable wing that Sheera knew, from her

acquai ntance with Drypettis, ran the I ength of the west side of the grounds,
merging with the kitchens on the southwest corner. As they dodged al ong the
wall's, in the darkness Sun Wl f coul d sense the restlessness of the horses in
their stalls, excited by the winds and by the far-off turnoil from other
quarters of the palace. At the first opportunity, he drew Sheera through the
postern of the carriage house and thence up a | adder to the lofts that ran
continuously over the long rows of boxes. Twi ce they heard the voices of
groons and sl eepy, grouchy stabl eboys bel ow them but no one associated the
uneasi ness of the animals with anything but the wi nd.

Certainly the guards, running here and there throughout the rest of the pal ace
grounds in search of unspecified anarchists
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out to bumthe Records O fice, never thought to | ook for them anong the
governor's cattle.

Fromthe loft, they clinbed to the roof of the kitchens and over the tall
ri dged backbone of the rooftree. Lights nmilled distantly, clustering around
the tall, foursquare shapes of the northern adm nistrative wing. To their left



lay the south wall of the pal ace enclosure, hiding the Grand Canal behind its
mar bl e-faced stone; the Iights of the great houses on the other side glittered
few and faint at this hour, and their reflections thrown by the waters rippl ed
over the stone |acework like noire silk.

Sonet hi ng was novi ng about in the dark space of the kitchen gardens. Dogs? the
Wl f wondered. But in that case, there would be barking. Still, the noise was
ani mal, not human.

From where he lay flattened on the slanted roof, he could nmake out the little
.postern and water stairs, through which Glden, WIlarne, and Eo had said
they'd entered, and the enpty catwal k above it.

He heard quick, slipping noverrent on the tiles, and then warm fl esh stretched
out beside him Sheera whispered, "Can we cross the garden w t hout being
seen?"

"There's sonmething down there," the WIf replied, barely above a breath.
"Animal s, | think-hunting cats or dogs." He edged sideways, keeping his head
bel ow the final, crowning ridge of the kitchen roof, a sharp friezework of
saints and gargoyles, green with age where they were not crusted into

unr ecogni zabl e lunps of white by |long conmunion with the pal ace pigeons. The
tiles were warner under his bare flesh as he slipped around a great cluster of
chi mey pots and rai sed his head again.

"There," he nurnured. "The covered wal kway fromthe kitchens into the state
dining room You said yourself, the times you' ve eaten with the governor, the
food arrived three-quarters cold."

"To be dropped on gold plates to conplete the chilling," Sheera agreed,
quietly anmused. "Yes, | see. That |ighted wi ndow above and to the IeTt will be
the anteroomto his bedchanber. That one there is the wi ndow that lights the
end of the hall."

"Good." Booted toes feeling for breaks in the tiles, he eased hinself backward
down the slant of the roof. Below him the stable courts were a nmaze of
rooftrees and wells of darkness. Wnd flickered over his skin, stirring the

I ong wi sps of his
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hair. The tiles, offensive with nbss and droppi ngs, were rough under his
groping hands, still only partially healed. At the bottom of the roof, a sort
of gutter ran the Iength of the kitchens, and he slipped along it, noving
swiftly, to the peaked end of the building that overl ooked the edge of the
gardens on the canal side. The wi nd was stronger here, channeled by the walls;
it carried on it the fish snell of the sea and the high salt flavor of the

wi nd. Down bel ow him the gardens were a restless nmurmuration of skel etal
trees and brown, wiry networks of hedge, an uneasy darkness broken by

anomal ous shufflings.

Bracing hinmself on the gutter, the WIf worked | oose a tile. The noi se of the
wi nd that streanmed |ike cool water over his body covered the scrapi ng sounds
of his task—+ndeed, they al nost covered the sounds of the voices. He heard a
man curse and froze, flattening hinself on the uneven darkness of the roof and
praying that the m x of |anpblack and grease that covered his body hadn't
scraped off in patches to show the paler flesh beneath.



From bel ow, he heard a guard's thorough, businesslike cursing. A second voice
sai d, "Nothing out here."

"Any sign of Kran?"

Evidently a head was shaken; the Wl f pressed his face to the filthy tiles,
wondering how long it would be until one or the other of them | ooked up

"Damed funny, himm ssing a match-up with the guard on the next beat |ike
that... If themtroubl emakers cane in fromthis side..."

"When they're out to bumthe Records Ofice? Not qualified likely. Good thing
themtwo sluts got us word of it..."

"So why check the stables? Rot that sergeant's eyes..."

Then, with a curious, alnpst atavistic sensation, Sun WIf knew that it was
within his power to prevent the guards from |l ooking up. It was nothing he had
ever experienced before, but it tugged at him an overwhel mi ng know edge of a
technique, a shifting of the mnd and attention, that he could not even define
to hinmself. It was as natural as slashing after a parry, as ingrained in him
as footwork; yet it was nothing he had done or even concei ved of doing before.
It was akin to the way he had al ways been able to avoid people's eyes—but
never froma position of conplete exposure.

Wt hout noving, wthout even | ooking down, he consciously and deliberately
prevented either of themfromlooking up, as if he drew that thought from
their mnds by some process
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he had never known of, except in his childhood dreanms. \Wether it was for this
reason, or because the night was cold and wi ndy and the nen di sgruntl ed,
neither did | ook up.

"Let's get on, mate, |'m poxy freezing. There's nothing here."

"Aye. Rot his eyes, anyway ..

A door closed. The WIf lay fora nonent on the wi ndswept tiles, counting the
retreat of their footfalls, until he was sure they were gone. Then he hefted
the lunp of loose tiles in his hand, |eaned around the edge of the gable, and
threw them down into the dark corner of garden beyond.

The tiles crashed noisiiy in the dry hedges bel ow. The Wl f ducked back around
the coner of the roof as nore crashes answered, and whatever had been

bel ow—dogs or sentries—bounded to investigate. Hi dden fromthem by the angle
of the roof, he slid along the gutter and nade his way, swift as a tontat, up
the slope to where Sheera lay. He could see novenent flicker around the corner
at the far end of the kitchens as he scranbled up beside her; in that short
span of bought tine, he half rose to clinb over the uneven teeth of the roof
ridge and down to the top of the wal kway.

The wal kway top was fiat—a stupid thing, in as rainy a town as Mandrigyn.
Probably | eaks like a sieve all winter, he thought, crawming flat on his belly
along it. A quick glance showed hi m Sheera directly behind, her body as grazed
and filthy as his own; another quick glance showed himthe gardens bel ow,

still enmpty. He addressed a brief request to his ancestors to keep themt hat



way and scanned the avail abl e wi ndows.
"Captain!" Sheera whi spered.
He gl anced back at her. The wi nd veered suddenly and he snelled snoke.

As a man adept at the starting of fires, he recognized it as new snoke, the
first springing of a really comendabl e bl aze. Looking, he sawit rolling in a
form dable colum fromthe north end of the pal ace, stream ng in huge,
white-edged billows in the wind. Voices were shouting, feet racing; everyone
who had been turned out for the original alarmwas dashing toward the fire,
and everyone who had not was foll owi ng cl ose behind.

G lden and Wl arne were nothing if not thorough

Scranbling to the nearest window sill. Sun WIf drove his boot through the
gl ass.

It was, as Sheera had said, the end wi ndow of a long corridor, dinmy lighted
with | anps of amber glass and nuffled by
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carpets of blue Islands work and iridescent silk. He ducked through the
nearest door into an antechanber, searching for the way into the bedroom then
a noi se behind himin the hall nade him sw ng around. He saw Sheera, frozen in
the act of following himinto the doorway, black and filthy as a denon from
one of the dirtier pits of Hell; and before her in the hall, his crippled body
clothed in a lavish robe of crinson brocade and m niver and his primface
weari ng an expression of profound and startl ed astoni shment, was Derroug Dru
hi nmsel f.

For one instant, they faced each other; fromthe tenebrous antechanber. Sun
Wl f saw the junp of the governor's chest and the | eap of breadi in his throat
as he inhaled to shout for the guards ..

He never made a sound. Sheera was taller than he and heavier; training day
after day to the point of exhaustion had made her |ightning-fast. For all his
power to bend others to his will, Derroug was a cripple. Sun Wl f saw the
dagger in Shee-ra's hand but doubted that Derroug ever did. She caught the
body and was dragging it into the anteroom even as bl ood sprayed fromthe
slashed arteries of the throat. The room stank of it, sharp and nmetallic above
t he suffocating wei ght of bal samincense. Her hands glistened in the faint
reflection of the corridor |anps.

"Throw sonet hing over him" Sun Wl f whispered as she pushed the door to
behi nd her. "That cuts our tine—pray Tisa really is here and we don't have to
go hunt for her."

As Sheera bundl ed the body into a corner, he was al ready crossing the anteroom
to the bolted door on the other side. He slanmed back the bolts and stepped
t hrough. "Tisa..."

Sonet hing hit his shoul ders and the back of his knee; cold and slim an arm

| ocked across his wi ndpi pe, and small hands knotted bel ow the corner of his
jaw in a strangle. Reflex took over. He roiled his shoul ders forward, ducked,
and threw. Incredibly light weight went sailing over his head, to slamlike a
soaked bl anket into the deep furs of the floor



Under the softness of the carpets was hard tile, and a thin little sob was
wrenched fromher, but Tisa was rolling to her feet as he caught her wists.
She' d kept her head clear of the inpact, but tears of terror and pain streaned
down her face. Then she saw who he was and turned her face away, ashaned that
he shoul d see her weep.

It was no time, the WIf thought, to be a warrior—especially if one was
fifteen and the victimof a powerful and crue
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man. He gathered her into his arns. She was shaking with silenl terror
burying her snmall, pointed face in the griny nuscle of his hard chest. Sheera
stood silent in the doorway, her hands red to the el bows, watching as he
stroked Tisa's disheveled ivory hair and nurnured to her as a father mght to
a child frightened by a ni ghtnmare.

"He's dead," he said softly. "It's ail right. W' ve come to get you out, and
he's dead and won't cone after you."

The girl stanmrered, "Mdther..."

"Your mum s out burning down the other side of the palace," the WIf said, in
the sane conforting accents. "She's fine—=

Ti sa rai sed her head, her cheek all smutched with bl acki ng, green noss stains,
and bird droppings. "Are you kidding ne?" she asked, |aughter and suspicion
fighting through her tears.

The Wl f nade wi de eyes at her. "No," he said. "Did you think | was?"

She wi ped her eyes and swall owed hard. "I'mnot crying," she explained, after
a nonent.
"No," he agreed. "I'msorry | hurt you, Tisa."

"You didn't hurt me." Her voice was shaky; the breath had been very soundly
knocked out of her, if nothing el se.
"Well, you dammed near strangled ne,"
sw "

he returned gruffly. "You think you can

She nodded. She was wearing, he now saw, a kind of |oose white robe, clearly
given to her by Derroug. It was slightly too |l arge for her and sewn over with
white sequins and el aborate swirls of nilky, opalescent beads. Against it, he
saw her transformed, no longer a coltish girl, but a half-opened bud of
wormanhood. Her eyelids were stained dark with fatigue and terror, her hair
pal e against the silk, alnost as light as Star-hawk's in the shinmer of the
bedroom | anp. The gown was cut so as to reveal half her young bosom Before
taki ng her post to attack, she'd prosaically pinned the robe with a ruby
stickpin that gl owed beneath her coll arbone |ike a huge bead of bl ood.

She was as light as a flower in his hands as he lifted her to her feet. Her
eyes lighted on Sheera and wi dened at the sight of the blood.

Sun Wbl f whi spered, "Let's go. They'll be looking for him now that the fire's
started.”

As they slipped back through the anteroom and out the w ndow, Tisa breathed,



"\What happened to your voice, Captain? And | thought..."
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"Not now. "

oedi ently, she gat hered handfuls of her volunmi nous skirts and foll owed Sheera
down onto the roof of the wal kway. Even to his sharper eyes, the gardens bel ow
| ooked deserted. He could see, vague agai nst the deeper dark of the shadowed
wal |, the shape of the postern gate.

"Wait here till | signal," he said softly. "A whistle like a nightjar. Then
keep to the shadows along the wall. If it's locked, we'll have to go up the
steps to the parapet and dive."

Sheera gauged the height of the wall. "Thank God it's the Grand Canal . It's
t he deepest one in the city."

Sun Wl f slithered down the side of the wal kway and into the gardens bel ow.

The overcast was growing thicker with the night wi nds that fanned the bl aze on
the north end of the palace. The din was audi bl e over the mpaning of the w nd.
It should keep themall busy for at |east another hour, he cal cul ated and
began to nove, slowy and cautiously, along the wall toward the inky wells of
shadow t hat | ay between himand the gate.

The bl ackness here was al nbst absolute; a nonth ago he woul d have been able to
see nothing. As it was, he was aware of shapes and details with a sense that
he was not altogether certain was sight—an effect of the anzid, he guessed, as
well as that curious ability to prevent people froml ooking at him

That woul d come in handy, he thought. Come to think of it, he realized he had
used it tw ce before toni ght—shen he'd evaded Sheera al nost unthinkingly in
the narrow confines of the potting room and earlier this evening, when he had
first come down the stairs to hear the war council in the orangery. The
professional in himtoyed with ways of devel oping that strange talent; but
deep within him a tug of primtive excitenent shivered in his bones, as it
had done when he had first known that he could see denpns and others coul d
not .

The postern was unguarded, but |ocked. He gl anced around the bl ackness under
the gate arch and found the narrow stair to the parapet above. The garden
behind himstill appeared deserted, but a tension, a prenonition of danger
had begun to prickle at the nape of his neck. The brush and hedges seened to
rustle too much, and the wind, |aden with snoke and shouting, seenmed sonehow
to carry the scent of evil to his nostrils. He whistled softly, like a
nightjar, and saw swift novenment near the covered wal k, then the flash of
Tisa's al nost | um nous white gown.
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They were hal fway across the garden when sonething el se noved, from around the
coner of the kitchen buil ding.

The things were arnored |ike men, but weaponl ess. From where he stood at the
bottom of the parapet stair, the WIf could see that they wal ked steadily,



oblivious to the darkness that nade the fugitive wonen's steps so halting and
slow. They noved so softly that he wasn't sure Sheera and Tisa were aware of
them but his own sharpened vision showed themclearly to him There were
four, wearing the fouled liveries of Derroug's guards, their eyel ess heads
swinging as if they also could see in darkness.

They were nuuwa.

Real i zation hit him and horrible enlightennent, as if pieces of sone huge and
ghastly puzzle had fallen into place. Rage and utter |oathing swept over him
such as he had never felt toward anyone or anything before. The nuuwa began to
| ope. Sheera swung around, hearing the steps on the grass, but her eyes were
unable to pierce the utter darkness.

Sun Wl f bellowed, "Run for it! Here!"

H s sword whined fromits sheath. Unquestioning, the women ran, Tisa stripping
out of her billowing white robe as it caught on the dead |linbs of a thorn
hedge. They ran blindly, stunbling, blundering through soft earth and gray
tangl es of vine and hedge, and the nuuwa plunged soundl essly after. He yelled
again, a half-voicel ess croaking that was answered by wild conmotion in the

wi ndows of the pal ace behind them Tisa hit the stairs first, with Sheera a
few strides behind. The nuuwa were hard on their heels, running sightlessly
with the drool glistening on those gaping, deforned nouths.

Sword naked in his hand. Sun Wl f foll owed the wormen up the steps, the
forenpst of the pursuers not three feet behind. At the top of the wall, Tisa
di ved, plunging down into the dark nmurk of the canal; Sheera's dark-stained,

gl eam ng body outlined nomentarily against the reflected lanmps in the villas
across the way as she followed. Wen the WIf reached the parapet, huge hands
dug into his flesh from behind, and he withed away fromthe fangs that tore
i ke great wedges of rusty iron into his shoulder. He turned, ripping with his

sword, knowi ng he had only seconds until they were all on him literally
eating himalive. As the blade cleaved the filthy flesh of the nuuwa's body,
t he m sshapen face was inches fromhis own, the huge nmouth still rending at

him flowing with bl ood, the enmpty eye sockets scabbed wells of shadow.
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Then he was plungi ng down, and the freezing, salty, unspeakably filthy waters
of the canal swallowed him The nuuwa, nothing daunted, flung thensel ves over
the wall after their prey. Wighted in their arnor, too blind and too stupid
to swm they sank |ike stones.

In her usual silence, Yirth gathered up her nedicines and glided fromthe di m
confines of the loft. Sun WIf lay still for a time, staring up at the sl ant
of the ceiling over his head, as he had stared at it four nornings ago, when
he had awakened to know that Sheera had indeed won.

But there was no thought of Sheera now in his mnd.
He was thi nki ng now of Lady Winshardin, of Derroug Dru, and of Altiokis.

He felt weak fromloss of blood, woozy and aching fromthe pain of Yirth's
renedi es. Against his cheek on the pillow, his hair was danp, and his flesh
chill ed where the | anpbl ack and grease had been sponged off it. Sheera, in her
velvet bed, and Tisa, safe at the Thane of Winshardin's castle, would both be
striped like tigers with bruises and scratches fromthat |ast crashing flight



t hrough the gardens.

He hinself scarcely felt the pain. Know edge still burned in him and the heat
of fury that know edge had brought; deformed, hideous, the face of the nuuwa
returned to his thoughts, no nmatter what he did to push it aside. The grayish
[ight beyond the w ndow grew broader, and he wondered if he had best get up
and go about his business for the benefit of whatever servants of the
househol d m ght be questioned by Derroug's successors.

Weakness wei ghted his linmbs. He was still lying there when the door of the
orangery opened and shut, and he heard the creak of light feet on the steps,
the soft, thick slur of satin petticoats, and the stiff rubbing of starched
| ace.

He turned his head. Sheera stood in the doorway, where she had so sel dom cone
before. Cosmetics covered the scratches on her face; but bel ow the paint, he
t hought she | ooked pale and drawn. In that crowded and terrible night, he
realized, she had avenged herself on Derroug. But it had been a businessli ke,
al nost unt hi nki ng revenge.

"I came to thank you for last night," she said tiredly. "And—to apol ogi ze for
things that | said. You did not have to do what you did."

"I told you before,"” Sun WIf rasped, his new voice still scraping oddly in
his ears. "All it wuld have taken was for
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our girl to tackle Derroug the way she tackled ne for there to have been a | ot

of questions asked. And as for the other business—you were tired and 1 was
drunk. That shoul d never have happened."

"No," Sheera said. "It shouldn't have." She rubbed her eyes, the clusters of
pearl and sardonyx that decorated her ears and hair flickering in the wan
light of nmorning. "I've cone to tell you that you're free to | eave Mandri gyn.

I"mgoing to speak to Yirth—to have her give you the antidote to the anzid—+to
| et you go. For what you did..."

He held out his hand. After a nonent's hesitation, she stepped forward, and he
drew her to sit on the edge of his bed. Her fingers felt like ice in his.
"Sheera," he said, "that doesn't matter now. Wen you march to the m nes—when
you free the men—what are you going to do?"

Taken off guard, she stammered, "I—-we—TFarrin and | will |ead them back
here..."

"No," he said. "Lady Winshardin was right, Sheera. Yirth is right. Don't wait
for Altiokis to come to you. Those ways fromthe nmnes up to the Citade
itself—eould Anber's girls find thenP"

"l suppose,"” she said hesitantly. "Crazyred says she's seen one of them But
they're guarded by magic, by traps..."

"Yirth will have to deal with that," he told her quietly. "She'll have to find
some way to get you through them-and she will, or die trying. Sheera, Altiokis
has to be destroyed. He's got an evil up there worse than anything | imagi ned—
and he's breeding it, creating it, calling it up out of sone other world,



don't know. Lady Winshardin guessed it; Yirth knows it. He has to be
destroyed, and that evil with him"

Sheera was silent, |ooking down at her hands where they rested anong the folds
of her gown. Once she mght have triunphed over his adm ssion that she was
right and he wong—but that had been before the pit, and before the garden

[ ast night.

Wat chi ng her eyes, he realized that, since she had spoken w th Lady
Wi nshardin, she had known in her heart that they would have to stormthe
G t adel .

He went on. "Those were nuuwa that pursued us from Der-roug' s gardens | ast

ni ght. Nuuwa under the control of Altiokis, | would guess—as nuuwa under his
control are said to march in his armes. Wen he's done with them-as he was
after the
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battle of Iron Pass—he turns nost of themout, to overrun the conquered | ands;
or else he gives themover to his governors as watchdogs. | think they deform
they deteriorate, in time—and that's why Aitiokis and Derroug have to go on
creating new ones."

"Creating?" She raised her head quickly; he could see in her face the hideous
conpr ehensi on knocking on the doors of her mind, as it had knocked on his | ast
ni ght .

"You renenber that roomin Derroug's prison? That—that thing thai |ooked |ike
a flake of fire, or a shining dragonfly?"

She gl anced away, nauseated by the nmenmory. After a noment, the thick curls of
her hair slipped across her red satin shoul der as she nodded. He felt her cold
fingers tighten over his.

"That red-haired boy becane the creature who tore up nmy shoul der |ast night,"
he told her.
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ROM PERGEM S, THE ROAD WOUND NORTHEAST, FI RST THROUGH

the rich croplands and forests of the Bight Coast, then through m st-hung,
green foothills, where snow lay |ight upon the ground, printed with the spoor
of fox and beaver. In the sunmer, it would have been possible to take a ship
fromthe port, around the vast hamrer of cliff-girt headl ands and through the
gray walls of the Islands, to the port city of Mandrigyn bel ow the walls of
Grinmscarp itself. But the world lay in the iron grip of winter. Starhawk and
Anyog made their way into the Wzard King's domains slowy, overland, as best

t hey coul d.

In the higher foothills, the rains turned to snow, and the w nds drove down



upon them fromthe stony upl ands above. \Wen they could, they put up at

settl enents—either the new villages of traders and hunters or the ancient clan
hol ds of the old Thanes, who had once ruled all these Iands and now lived in
haughty obsol escence in the depths of the trackless forests.

St arhawk found the going far slower than she had anticipated, for Anyog,
despite his unconpl ai ni ng ganeness, tired easily. In this weather, and in this
country, an hour or two of travel would leave the little scholar gray-faced
and gasping, and the tine span shortened steadily as they pressed on. She
woul d have scorned the weakness in one of her own nen and used the | ash of her
tongue to drive him But she could not do so. It was her doing that the old
man had undertaken the hardships of a winter journey when he should have been
still in bed, letting his wounds heal. Besides, she admtted to herself, she'd
grown to be extrenmely fond of the old goat.

206
THE LADI ES OF MANDRI C. YN
207

Never before had she found that her personal feelings toward sonmeone bred

tol erance of his weakness. Have | grown soft, she wondered, those weeks in Pel
Farstep's house? O is this sonething | ove does for you—wakes you ki nder
toward others as wel|"?

Dealing with the irrationalities of |ove that she found in her own soul
frightened her. Her jeal ousy of poor Fawn had been as sensel ess as was her

st ubbornness in pursuing a hopel ess quest for a man who was al nost certainly
al ready dead and who had never spoken to her of love in the first place. She
knew hersel f to be behaving stupidly, yet the thought of turning around and
retracing her steps to Pergenmis or Wynde was intolerable to the point of

pain. Meditation cleared and cal ned her nind, but gave her no answer—-she coul d
find herself within the Invisible Crcle, but she could not find another

per son.

No wonder the Wl f had al ways steered clear of |ove. She wondered how she
could ever find the courage to tell himthat she |oved hi mand what he woul d
say when or if she did.

And with | ove, she found herself involved in magic as well.

"Why did you never go on to become a w zard?" she asked one eveni ng, watching
Anyog as he brought fire spurting to the little heap of sticks and kindling
with a gesture of his bony fingers. "Was it fear of Altiokis al one?"

The bright, black eyes twi nkled up at her, catching the glittering reflection
of the sparks. "Funk—pure and sinmple." He held out his hands to the blaze. The
light seemed to shine through them so thin they were. The white ruffles at
his wists, like those at his throat, were draggled and gray.

Starhawk eyed himfor a nonent, where he hunched like a cricket over the
little blaze, then half glanced over her shoul der at the dark that always
seened to hang over the uplands to the north.

He read her gesture and grinned wyly. "Not solely of our deathless friend,"
he expl ained. "Though | will admit that that consideration | oomed |argest in
my mnd when | deserted the master who taught me and took the road for sunnier
clines in the south.



"My naster was an old man, a hermt who lived in the hills. Even as a little
boy, | knew | had the Power—+ could find things that were lost or start fires
by | ooking at bits of dried grass. | could see things that other people could
not see. This old man was a nystic—razy, sone sai d—but he taught me -.."
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Anyog paused, staring into the shivering color of the blaze. "Perhaps he
taught me nore than he knew.

"I tasted it then, you see." He glanced up at her, standi ng above him across
the leaping light; the fire touched in his face every winkle and |Iine of

gai ety and dissipation. "Tasted gl ory—tasted magi c—and tasted what that glory
woul d cost. He was a shy old man, terrified of strangers. | had to hunt for
himfor two weeks before he would even see ne. He distrusted everything,
everyone—all fromfear of Altiokis."

Starhawk was silent, renenbering that whitewashed cell in the distant Convent
and the mirror set in an angle of its walls. Sonewhere in the woods an ow
hoot ed, hunting on soundl ess wi ngs. The horses stanped at their tethers,
pawi ng at the crusted snow.

The dark eyes were studying her face, wondering if she understood. "It neant
giving up all things for only one thing," Anyog said. "Even then | knew
wanted to travel, to learn. | loved the small, bright beauties of the nind
What is life without poetry, without wit, wthout music? Wthout the

wel | -turned phrase and the sharpeni ng of your own phil osophy upon the

phi | osophi es of others? My master |ived hi dden—he would go for years without
seei ng another soul. If | becane a wizard like him it would mean the sane
kind of life for nme."

The old man sighed and turned to pick up the iron spits and begin setting them
in their place over the fire. "So | chose all those snall beauties over the
great, single, lonely one. 1 becane a scholar, teacher, dancer, poet—-fAy Song
of the Moon Dog and the Ocean Child will be sung throughout the M ddle

Ki ngdons | ong after | am gone—and 1 pretended 1 did not regret. Until that
night at the inn, when you asked nme if ny safety had bought me happi ness. And

| could not say that it had."

He | ooked away from her and occupied hinself in spitting pieces of the rabbit
she had shot that afternoon on the long iron cooking spike. Starhawk said
not hi ng, but hunted through the nmule's packs for barley bannocks and a pan to
melt snow for drinking water. She was renenbering the warm safety of Pel
Farstep's house and how she had not even thought tw ce about leaving it to
pursue her quest.

"And then," Anyog continued, "l feared the Great Trial. Wthout passing
t hrough that, | could never have cone to the fullness of ny power in any
case."

"What is it?" Starhawk asked, sitting down opposite him "Could you take it
now, before we reached Ginmscarp?"
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The old man shook his head; she thought the withered muscles of his jaw



tightened in apprehension in the flickering firelight. "No," he said. "I never
| earned enough magic to withstand it, and what | learned... It has been I ong
since | used that. The Trial kills the weak, as it kills those who are not
mage- bom "

She frowned. "But if you passed through it—would it nake you deathless, |ike
Al tiokis?"

"Altiokis?" The wi nged brows plunged down suddenly over his nose. For an

i nstant she saw him not as a half-sick and regretful little old man, but as a
wi zard, an echo of the Power he had passed by. "Pah. Altiokis never passed the
Great Trial. According to ny master, he never even knew what it was. My master
knew him you see. Vain, lazy, trifling... the worst of themall."

He mi ght have been a classical poet speaking of the |atest popul ar serenade
witer. She half smiled. "But you' ve got to adnmit he's up there and you're
down here, hiding fromhim He's got to have acquired that power from
sonewhere. "

Anyog's voice sank, as if he feared that, this close to the Ctadel of the
W zard King, the very winds would hear. "He has,"” he told her quietly.

Her gl ance sharpened, and she renenbered the snoky darkness of the inn at
Foonspay and the old man's raving quietly before the sinking fire, with Fawn
standi ng qui et, hidden in the shadows of the corridor. "You spoke of that
before," she said.

"Did 1?1 didn't mean to." He poked the fire, nore for something to do than
because it needed stirring. The wi nd brought the voices of wolves fromthe
hills above, sweet and distant upon the hunting trail. "My master knew it—but
very few others did. If Altiokis ever found out thai it was known, he would
guess that ny master had taught others. He would find ne."

"Where does Altiokis get his power?"

Anyog was silent for a tinme, staring into the fire, and Star-hawk wondered if
he woul d answer her at all. She had just decided that he woul d not when he
said softly, "Fromthe Hole. Holes in the world, they are call ed—but! think
Hol es between worl ds would be nore accurate. For it is said that sonething
lives in themsonething other than the gaunms that eat nen's brains.”

"Gauns ..." she began
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"Ch, yes. My nephews call them after dragonflies, but they're things—whatever
they are—that come out of the Holes. They are mindless, and they eat the m nds
of their victinms, so that their victins becone mndl ess, too—hAuuwa, in fact.
The Hol es appear—eh, al intervals of hundreds of years, sonmetimes. My master
said they were ruled by the courses of the stars. Sunlight destroys them+they
appear at night and vanish with the com ng of dawn."

Sonet hi ng noved, dark against the nottled background of broken snow and ol d
pi ne needl es; Anyog | ooked up with a gasp, as if at an eneny footfall, and
Starhawk, followi ng his gaze, saw the brief green flash of a weasel's eyes.
The ol d man subsi ded, shivering and rubbi ng his hands.

At length he continued. "The Hol es vanish with sunlight—as do the gauns, if



they don't find a victimfirst. But this Hole Altiokis sheltered. He is said
to have built a stone hut over it in a single night, and fromthat tinme his
powers have grown. It animates his flesh, giving himlife—but he has changed

since then. | don't know " He shook his head wearily, a harried, sick old nman
once nmore. "He had only to wait for the great mages of his own generation to
die and to kill off those who followed before they cane to greatness. As he
will kill me."

H s voice was shaky w th exhaustion and despair; |ooking at himacross the
topaz glow of the fire, Starhawk saw how white he | ooked, how darkly the crazy
eyebrows stood out against the pinched flesh. As if he'd been a boy trooper
funked before his first battle, she said hearteningly, "He won't kill you."

They left the nagical silence of the foothills, to clinb the Stren Water
Val | ey.

Fed by the drowning rains on the uplands above, the Stren Water roared in ful
spate, spreading its channels throughout the narrow, marshy country that |ay
bet ween the higher cliffs, cutting off hilltops to islands, and driving those
farmers who eked their living fromits soil to their winter villages on the

sl opes above. Starhawk and Anyog nade their way along the rocky foothills that
bordered the fl ooded | ands, always wet, always cold. Anyog told tales and sang
songs; of w zardry and Altiokis, they did not speak

They made a dozen river crossings a day-sonetines of boggy little channels of
the main flood, sonetines of boiling white streans that had permanent
channel s. At one of these,
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they | ost the packs and alnost | ost the nmule as well. Starhawk suspected that
the struggle with the raging waters had broken sonething within Anyog; after
that, he had a white | ook about the nouth that never |left himand he could not
travel nmore than a few nmles without a rest.

She had al ways been a blisteringly efficient conmander, using her own supple
strength to drive and bully her men to follow But she found that her fears
for Sun Wl f," though unabated, left roomfor a care for the old man, who she
was sure now woul d never be able to help her, and she broke the journey to
give hima day's rest while she hunted nountain sheep in the high rock country
to the northwest.

She was coning back fromthis when she found the tracks of the nercenaries.

It had been a small band—probably not nore than fifteen, she guessed, studying

the sloppy trail in the fading afternoon light. Their nere presence in the
valley told her they were out of work and had been so for at |east three
nmont hs, since the rains had begun, hol ed up somewhere, living off the | and by

hunting or pillage—+too small a group to be hired for anything but tribal war
bet ween t he Thanes; and nobst of the Thanes in these parts hadn't the noney to
hire, anyway, and wouldn't go to war in the winter if they could.

St arhawk cursed. Her experience with out-of-work mercenaries was that they
were al ways a nui sance and generally robbers to boot; she would have to trai
themto make sure where they were headed and what they were up to before she
woul d feel safe returning to canp.

She had shot a sheep in the high rocks, one of the small, shaggy crag junpers,
and was carrying the carcass over her shoulders. She hung it fromthe linb of
atree to keep it fromwlves and hung her coat up with it; she mght want her



arns free. Then she transferred her sword from her back, where she'd been
carrying it on the hunt, to her hip, restrung her bow, and checked her arrows.
She had been a nercenary for a long ti me—she was under no illusions about her
own Ki nd.

The trail was fresh; the droppings of the few horses still steamed in the cold
eveni ng. She found the place where they'd turned aside fromthe main trai
through the hills at the sight of Anyog's canpfire—she could still see the
snoke of it herself, rising through the trees fromthe wooded hol | ow where
she'd left him As she clanbered cautiously down the rocks
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that skirted the downward trail, she began to hear their voices, too, and
their |aughter.

She nuttered words that did greater credit to her imagination than to her
convent training. They wanted horses, of course. She hoped to the Mdther that
Anyog had nore sense than to antagoni ze them—not that anything would be likely
to help himmuch, if they were drunk—which, by the sound of it, they were.

She' d chosen the canpsite carefull y—a wooded dell surrounded by thin trees
with a mninumof |arge boulders, difficult to spy into and inpossible to
sneak up on. She pressed her body to the trunk of the |largest available tree
and | ooked down into the dell.

There were about a dozen nen, and they were drunk. One or two of them she

t hought she recogni zed—rercenari es were al ways crossing one anot her's paths,
and nost of them got to know one another by sight. The | eader was a squat,
hairy man in a greasy doublet sewn over with iron plates. It was before him
t hat Anyog knelt on hands and knees, his gray head bowed and trickling wth
bl ood.

At this distance it was hard to hear what the | eader was saying, but it was
obvi ous the robbers had al ready appropriated the |ivestock. Starhawk coul d see
the two horses and the mule anong the small cavy of broken-down nags at the
far edge of the clearing; the canp was strewn with cooking gear, and a couple
of snaggl e-haired canp foll owers stood anong the half circle of men with her
and Anyog's bedrolls. She barely felt her anger in the mdst of her

cal cul ati ons. The horses were unguarded at the rear of the cavy, since nost of
the men were up front, watching the fun with Anyog. The aninmals would provide
better cover if she could get to them

More | aughter burst fromthe circle of men; a couple of themjostled for a
better position. She saw the | eader's hand nove, and Anyog began to craw,
evidently after sonething thrown into the nuddy pine needles. Bawling with

| aughter, the mercenary captain reached out his boot and kicked the old nman in
t he side, sending himspraw ing. Doggedly, Anyog got back to his hands and
knees and continued to craw .

Starhawk was familiar with the game; paying for the horses, it was called. A
pl ayer threw coppers at greater and greater distances and made the poor
bastard crawl after them while everyone kicked himover. The game was on a par
wi t h ducking the mayor of the village, or forcing his wife to clean the cap-
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tain's boots with her hair—the sort of thing that went on during the sacking
of atown. It was hilariously funny if a person was drunk, of course, or had
just survived a battle that could have left himfeeding the local cats on his
spill ed guts.

But sober, and watching it played on a man who had done her not hi ng but

ki ndness, she felt both anger and distaste. It was, she saw, akin to rape; and
like rape, it could easily get out of hand and end with the victimdead as
wel I .

She began to edge her way through the trees toward the far side of the cavy.
The gat heri ng darkness hel ped her—+t had been bl ackly overcast all day, wth
snow falling lightly in the high country where she had hunted; the world
snelled of rain and frost. The nmen, noreover, aside from being drunk, were
totally engrossed in their game. Anyog was kicked down again and | ay where he
had fallen. It was hard to tell in the twilight, but Starhawk thought he was
bl eeding fromthe nouth. She decided then that, whether or not they offered
himfurther injury, she would kill them One of the camp followers, a slut of
si xteen or so, wal ked over to the old man and ki cked himto nake himget up
St arhawk saw hi s hands nove as he struggled to rise.

The nmercenaries closed in around him

It took her a few extra seconds to cut the reins of the horses «fromthe
tether rope; the nen were yelling and | aughi ng and never saw her until she was
mounted. She fired into their mdst, calmy and w thout rage; her first arrow
took the captain straight through the throat, above the iron-plated doublet;
her second pinned the canp foll ower between the breasts.

She was mounted; the height and the weight of the horse gave her an edge over
t heir numbers, though | ater she suspected that she woul d have taken on the
twel ve of them even had she been afoot. She cane plowi ng in anmong them from
t he darkness, the last light flashing fromher sword blade as fromthe sickle
of the Death CGoddess of ancient days—silent, inhuman, merciless as the Plague
Star. She killed two before they even had their weapons drawn, and the horse
accounted for a third, rearing as they closed around it and smashing the man's
skull with an iron-shod hoof. Another man seized her leg to pull her down and
she took his hands off at the wists. She left him standing, screaning
staring at the spouting stunps, as she turned and beheaded the other canp
foll ower and anot her man who was grabbing at her fromthe opposite side. Two
men had the bridle, dragging and twisting to pull the horse down; she
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dug in her heels and drove the ani mal straight ahead over them so that they
had to release their grip or be tranmpled. One of them she hacked through the
shoul der as she went by, and he crunpl ed, scream ng and kicking in the plowed,
wet pine nast.

AH this she did calmy, without feeling. She was a technician of death and
good at her job; she knew what she wanted to do. The men were running in al
directions, drunk and confused. Soneone got to the packs; a nonment later, an
arrow enbedded itself in the saddletree a few inches fromher |eg. She wheel ed
the horse and rode at the man. Another shaft sang w de beside her, his aim
erratic frompanic or fromcheap gin; then he dropped his bow and ran, and she
cut himthrough the spine as she overtook his flight.

The nmen who were chasing the fleeing horses she brought down with arrows, as
if they were hares. Only the last stood and fought her, sword to sword, when



her arrows were spent; and though she was disnounted by this tinme and he was
both | arger and heavier than she, she had the advantage of speed.

She pull ed her grating sword blade fromhis ribs, wiped it on his clothes, and
turned back to where Anyog lay in the tranpled slush. The cold brightness of
battle still clung to her; she | ooked down at the crunpl ed body and thought.
Anot her deader.

Then the grief hil her, like the howing of a wolf at the noon.

She | ooked around her at the bodies that lay Iike dark |unps of mud agai nst
the slightly lighter blur of the pine needles. The air snelled heavy with

bl ood, like a battlefield; already foxes were creeping fromthe woods,
sniffing at the carrion. In the night, there would be wol ves. She saw that at
| east one of the nmercenaries had been a wonan, sonething that she hadn't
noticed in the heat of the fight. And none of their deaths would bring Anyog
back.

Gently, she knelt beside himand turned himover. H's breath caught in a gasp
of pain; she saw that he was not, in fact, dead; but he would have to be a
power ful w zard indeed to pull hinmself back fromthe darkness now Around her,
the trees began to whi sper under the falling of rain.

St ar hawk wor ked through the night, rigging a shelter for himand for the fire
she built, and making a travois. Beyond the circle of the firelight, she was
consci ous of continual novenent, of faint snarlings and grow s, and huge green
eyes that flashed with the reflected Iight. The single horse she had saJ-
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vaged—ene of Pel Farstep's—snorted with fear and jerked at its tether, but
not hi ng threatened them fromthe rainy blackness. The kill was fresh and
enough to glut a pack

The sodden dawn was barely glinmrering through the trees when she noved on. She
collected what little food the nercenaries had carried, plus several skins of
raw | i quor—Blind Wiite, it was called—and all the arrows she could recover. As
she was tying Anyog to the travois, the dark eyes opened, glazed with pain,
and he whi spered, "Dove?"

"I"'mhere," she said gruffly. "Uncle, I'msorry. I..."

H's voice was a thread. "Couldn't let you face... Atiokis... alone ..

He coughed, bringing up bl ood. Starhawk stood up and went to hang the rest of
t heir neager supplies over the various projections of the saddle, fighting the
guilt that came frombitter enlightenment and the sudden understandi ng of why
Anyog had joi ned her in her hopel ess quest. She stood for a monent, | eaning
her throbbing head agai nst the horse's withers while the rain streanmed down

t hrough her pale, dripping hair. Ram had taken his courage in his hands, as he
had sai d, and spoken to her; and having spoken, had been turned down. Perhaps
it was Anyog's age that had robbed him of the courage to speak, or perhaps it
was the prior know edge that his Iove for her would not be returned. But it
was the old man, not the young, who had conme with her to his death.

St ar hawk sighed. She had learned a long tine ago that crying only wasted timne.
They had a long road to go.



It was al most nightfall before they cane to shelter. Because she coul d not
scout the countryside, Starhawk backtrailed the mercenaries, hoping that they
had spent the previous night in a place not too exposed to the elenents. The
rain had |ightened through the afternoon, but the cold was deeper, and she
began to fear snow. The road |ed themup the hard, rocky tracks into the

hi gher foothills, skirting the deep flood nmeres and the sour bogs that
surrounded them In the end, it led her to a high valley, a sort of bay wedged
anong the tall cliffs, where a chapel had been built, |ooking |ike sonething
that had grown of itself fromthe |ichened stones.

The chapel was filthy. It had clearly served as a stable, and its altar had
been further defiled by all the gross usages of which drunken and viol ent nen
wer e capabl e when they grew bored. Starhawk was used to this kind of thing and
had noreover been raised to believe that the worship of the Triple God
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was an intellectualized heresy; neverthel ess, she was angered that nen woul d
treat holy things so, sinply because they were holy.

Still, the roof was intact, and the single doorway narrow enough to forbid the
entrance of wild beasts, if a fire were kindled there. She cleared a place
anong the nmess to lay Anyog down and set about gathering danp brushwood, then
barked her knuckles with flint and steel lighting it.

It snowed in the night, with bitter wi nd keeni ng around the open chapel door
By dawn, it was obvious to Starhawk that Uncle Anyog woul d never recover.

Yet he was too tough to die quickly. He lingered on the cl oudy borderlands of
death, sonetimes in a cold sleep that she woul d have m staken for death, had
it not been for the painful wheezing of his breath, other times weeping and
raving feebly of Altiokis, of the nuuwa, of his sister, or singing snatches of
poenms and songs in a cracked little voice like the grating of a rusty hinge.
Cccasionally he was |ucid enough to recognize her cropped hair and
brass-studded doubl et as the nmarks of a trooper and struggled with feeble
determ nati on agai nst the gruel she fed himor the water she washed himwth.

On the third night of this, it crossed her mind that the sensible thing to do
would be to kill himand go on with her quest. There was no hope of his
recovery—even if what remained of the little wi zardry he had been taught was
strong enough to pull himback fromdeath, it would be | ong before he could
enbark on another journey by travois. One way or the other, she would have to
free Sun Wl f fromthe Ctadel of the Wzard King alone, without the aid of a
wi zar d—wi t hout the hope now of ever finding one.

It was better that she got on with it and did not delay further

Yet she stayed. The cold deepened over the high peaks, and the snow | ocked its
grip on the valley tighter. Daily the Hawk trudged to the few tufts of birch
and aspen at the lower end of the little valley by the spring to cut firewood.
She saw in the snow the marks where deer had pawed at the crust to feed on the
dead grasses underneat h; she hunted, and the cal mabsorption of it eased her
heart. During the night she nmeditated, contenplating in the stillness of the
Invisible Crcle the truths of her own violent soul. In spite of her own faith
in the Mother, she tended the altar of the Triple God, ridding the chapel of
its pollutions and cleansing the stone with ritual fire; and in that, too, she
found confort.
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Ni ght after night she sat listening to Anyog's quiet nmurnuring and staring out
into the still darkness of the silent valley and the fl ooded | ands beyond.

What had happened to her, she wondered, those weeks in Pel Farstep's tal

stone house? She did not want to becone like them |ike the busy, bustling Pel
or the placid Gllie. So why did her nmind keep returning to that peaceful

pl ace and the small beauties of everyday things?

Wul d she even | ove the WIf when she net himagain, or would she find that he
was |ike the nen she had killed, brutish

dirty, and crass?

The Mot her knew, she'd seen him performworse outrages than that when they'd
sacked cities.

But her own experience with the wild, carel ess arrogance of victory prevented
her fromthinking that what one did during a sack was what one would do in
col d bl ood.

Wuld it be better if she found that she did not love him for that natter?
Had Fawnie had the right idea, to marry a well-off nan who woul d cherish her?

If the WIf was a nmercenary |like the others, why did she still |ove hi menough
to seek hin? And if she still loved himwi th that sane determ nation, why did
she not kill Anyog, who was dying anyway, bury him and | eave?

Fromthere she would settle herself into neditation; but the answers that she
found within its stillness were not the answers that she sought.

One night the wind changed, squalling down over the mountains in a fury of
driving, intermttent rain. Droplets hissed loudly in the little fire;
Starhawk could hear its fitful beating against the stone walls of the chapel
but within the holl ow darkness at the far end of the holy place, the altar
lights burned with a steady, hypnotic glow. Her nmind focused upon them
drawing theminto herself, and the light and darkness nmerged and clarified
into one entity—ain and earth, wind and silence, that which was known and
t hat which was yet to be—the single Grcle of Is.

She found herself in another w nd-soundi ng darkness, hearing the far-off
beati ng of the sea. She knew the place well —the Mther's chapel on the
cliffs, pan of the Convent of St. Cherybi, which she had left to follow Sun
WIf to learn the ways of war. She had heard of other nuns doing this, for
each point of the Invisible CGrcle was each point, everywhere, and it was
possi bl e, she had heard, to step fromone to anot her

2*8 Bar bara Hanbl y

Moonl i ght shone down through the sky-hole, the only illumnation in that dark
pl ace, a blinding sliver on the edge of her drawn sword. Peace filled her, as
it had aJways done here. She wondered if this were a dream of her past, but
knew, even as she fornulated the thought, that it was not so. There were small
changes from what she had known—weat her stains on the floor and the walls,
slight shifts in the way the vessels stood upon the bare stone of the

shadow obscured altar—which told her that she was truly there, and this did
not surprise her.



When she saw Sun Wl f, standing in the darkness near the door, she knew t hat
he, too, was truly there—that he had come there to find her..

She had never cried as an adult. But when she returned to the barren darkness
of the chapel in the Stren Water Valley, tears were icy on her face, and
exultation and bitter grief warred in her heart.

I"'msorry | did not knowit in time, he had said. And yet, when he |ay dying
in Mandrigyn, he had contrived to come to her

So near, she thought. Had | not stayed in Pergem s with Fawn..
But she knew she coul d not have deserted the girl

Gief and defeat and exhausti on weakened her; long after her sobbing had
ceased, the tears ran down from her open eyes. She had foll owed himfor years
to war, and they had saved each other's life a dozen tines, alnost casually.
She nust have known, she told herself, that he was going to die sonetine.

Was this grief because she had al ways expected to be at his side when it
happened? O because of this stupid, cursed, nmiserable condition that people
called | ove, which had broken her warrior's strength and given her nothing in
return?

She wonder ed what she woul d do, now that he was dead.

The gray house in Pergem s came to her nmind, with the boom ng of the sea and
the mewi ng of the wheeling gulls. Pel Farstep had said that Starhawk woul d

al ways have a home with them Yet it would be shabby treatnent of so good a
man as Ramto nmake himforever her second choice; and shabbier still to live
in that house, but not as his wife. Though the peace that she had felt there
called to her, she knew in her heart that their way—to count noney, and raise
children, and wait for ships to cone i n—was not her way.

Wynde? It was peace of another sort, the rainy quiet of the
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wi nters and the m ndl ess violence and gl ory of canpaign. Her friends anong the
nmercenaries returned to her mnd, along with the bright joys of battle and
war. But what was known coul d never be unknown. One day, she thought, she

m ght becone a warrior again. But having |lived anong her victins, she knew
that she could never ride to the sacking of a town.

The altar lights flickered. As she wal ked through the darkness of the chape
to trimthem she automaticaily made the sign of respect, although it was a
holy place of the Three, not of the One—the worship of the Triple God had

al ways struck her as rather sterile and businesslike; and in any case, she
knew mat ritual was for the benefit of the worshipper and not from- any need
of the Cod's.

As she stood in the deep silence beside the altar stone, it cane to her that
she could remain here

The chapel's guardi an had been chased away or killed by the nercenaries who
had canmped here, but the building had been recently inhabited. Even in the
depths of the holy place, the crying of the wind came to her, and the sporadic



flurries of rain; it was close to dawn, the valley around the chapel an enpty
dar kness, inhabited only by w nds, wolves, and deer. To have this life, this
peace... this place of nmeditation and solitude ... a place to find her own
road ...

She stepped down fromthe altar and crossed the darkness once again, to the
wal I ni che where Anyog slept, like a corpse already awaiting burial.

He, too, had ioved her, she thought. It seened that Sun Wl f's father had been
right, after all; |love brought nothing but grief and death, as magi c brought
not hi ng but i sol ation.

But as Anyog had found—and as she, to her grief, was finding—the | ack of them
brought sonething infinitely worse. Wiy Mndrigyn' ? she wondered suddenly. He
had said Mandrigyn, not Ginscarp. . .Wat was the Wl f doing in Mandrigyn?

Distantly, the woman's face returned to her—the dark-haired wonan she had seen
so briefly in Sun Wlf's tent the night he had shown her the letter. Sheera
Gal ernas of Mandrigyn ... a matter of interest to you .

She stopped still in the darkness of the chapel, her nind suddenly | eaping
ahead. Sweet Modther, he didn't change his nind and accept her proposal, after
all, did he?

Why woul dn't he have told anyone? Way the illusion of Ari ? He'd never have left
the troop to find its own way hone.
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How the illusion of Ari, for that matter? Was there another wizard in it, after
all? O a partial wzard, |ike Ariyog—ene who had never passed through the
Geat Trial?

What the hell was the Wl f doing in Mandrigyn?
From t he darkness, she heard Anyog whi sper, "My dove..."

The chape! was tiny; a step brought her to his side, and she bent down to take
his cold hands in hers. Anyog seemed in the last few days to have shrunk to a
tiny skeleton, wapped in a suit of withered skin. His features were the
features of a skull; fromdark holiows, black eyes stared up at her, clouded
with fever and fear. She whispered, "I'mhere, Uncle," and the thin Iips blew
out a pettish sigh.

"Leave you ..." he murnured, face him al one. ™

She stroked his clamy forehead. "It's ail right," she assured himquietly.
Qutside, a rainy norning was struggling with the wind-torn rags of the sky.
Through the door, she saw that much of the snow had nelted; the long stretch
of the valley bel ow the chapel |ooked dirty and sodden, like the earth in the
first forewhispers of spring.

Skeletal little fingers tightened weakly over hers. "Never the courage," he
breathed, "to grasp..."

Her | ove!l she wondered. Or the Great Trial, the fearsone gate to power!



"What was it?" she asked himand brushed his sunken cheek gently with her
scarred hand.

"Secret.., frommaster to pupil... So few know now... No one renenbers. Not
Altiokis ... no one."

"But you nust know it, if you feared it," she said, wondering, in the back of
her mind, if the know edge could be used. If there were an untried w zard in
Mandri gyn who had had sonething to do with the Wlf's death..

He shook his head feebly. "Only the magebom survive it," he murrmured. "Qthers
die... and even for those who survive. "

"But what was it?" she asked him

H's breath | eaked out in a little gasp, and the dark eyes cl osed.

Then he whi spered, "Anzid."

CHAPTER — 16

A

ALTIOKIS IS COM NG

"To Mandri gyn?"

Sheera nodded. "W/larne had it fromStirk the harbor naster's wife this

norni ng. " Above the franme of her starched | ace collar, her jaw nuscles were
settled into a hard line.

Sun Wl f rested his shoul ders agai nst the cedar upright that supported the
roof of the potting room and asked, "Wy? To replace Derroug?"

"Partly," she assented. "And partly to nake a show of force against the runors
of insurrection in the city. Wlarne said he was supposedly bringing troops."
She | eaned agai nst the doorpost and | ooked down at her hands, clasped in the
wi ne-col ored folds of her skirts. Like nost of the wonen, she had abandoned
wearing rings—a warrior's habit. In a quieter voice, she began, "If | hadn't
killed Derroug..."

"He'd have had every guard in the palace down on us," Sun Wbl f finished for
her. Still she did not nmeet his eyes. "Does Drypettis know?"

Sheera shook her head, then glanced up, weary hardness in those brown eyes.
"No," she said. "In fact, | had the inpression that his death really didn
concern her one way or the other. It—t was alnost as if she didn't know about
it."

The Wl f frowned. "You think that mght be the case?"

"No," Sheera said. She noved her shoul der agai nst the doorframe; the Iight
glimered on the swirls of opal and garnet that arnored her bodice and
festooned her extravagant sleeves. "1 went to see her the day after it
happened, and she did nention
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it. But—n passing. Alnost for form s sake. The rest of our talk that day was
about —et her things." Her mouth tightened a little at the memory. "And |'m
inclined to think you were right about her, after all."

He was silent for a nmonent, studying her face. Her eyelids were stained with
weari ness and, he saw now, had begun to acquire those sharp, snall creases

t hat spoke gf character and responsibility, which nmen claimed ruined a wonan's
| ooks. "What did she say?"

"Not much to the point." She shrugged. "Wy did 1 take your part over hers?
Way did | let you poison ny nmind agai nst her? Were you ny | over?"

"What did you tell her?"
She | ooked down again. "That it wasn't her affair.”
"She'll take that for a 'Yes."'"

"1 know." Sheera shook her head tiredly. "But she'd have taken 'No' fora
"Yes.'"

"Very likely," he agreed.

Sheera occupi ed herself for a long noment in rearranging the folds of the Iace
that cascaded from her cuffs over her hands. Sun Wl f noticed what G| den had
poi nted out to himonly yesterday—that Sheera, along with nost of the wonen in
the troop and scores of women who were unaware of its exi stence, had gone over
to what they called the "new node" of dressing, w thout the stiff boning and

| aci ng-in and padded panni ers. Though as el aborate and ostentatious as the old
style had been, it allowed for nore confort and qui cker novenent. Privately,
the Wl f thought it was nore seductive as well

She raised her eyes to his again. "Wat do you think of her?" she asked.

He considered the question for a nonent before replying. "Wat do you think of
her ?"

"I don't know." She began to pace, her restless novenent sonehow feral, |ike
that of a caged lioness. "I've known her fromthe tine we were girls in schoo
together. She said | was the only person who was ever good to her. Good to
her! All 1 ever did was extend her conmmon courtesy and keep the other girls
fromteasing her because she was proud and solitary and tal ked to herself."

He smiled. "In other words, you were her chanpion."

"I suppose. One goes through a stage of being someone's chanpi on—er at | east,
| did. And 1 know one goes through a stage of being in | ove with another
girl—eh, perfectly inno-
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cently! It's nmore a—a domi nation of the personality. A 'pash,' we called it-a
'rave.' And it sel dom goes beyond that. But—I suppose you could say Dru never
out grew her 'pash' for ne." She shrugged again. "Dru was such a precocious

child, but socially she was so backward."

"She still is a precocious child,” the Wl f pointed out, "at the age of
twenty-five."



Sheera's eyes flashed suddenly, and he saw in her again the head girl of the
school, beautiful and inperious at the age of ten, taking under her wi ng the
weal t hi est, proudest, and nost miserable child in her class. She had al ways,

he thisight, been a chanpion, even as she was now. "It doesn't mean D& woul d

"betray us," she said defiantly. .-

"No," he agreed. "But what it does nmean is that there's no knowi ng whi ch way

she'll go if she's pushed. Wth nost tilings—en or wonen, horses, denons,
dogs—you know at |east to sone degree what they'll do if you push them-get
angry, break down, stab you in the back. Drypettis..." He shook his head. "The

bad thing is that we've given her a certain

amount of power."

"You woul dn't have," Sheera said glumy.

The Wbl f shrugged. "I wouldn't have given you power, either," he returned.

"I'"ve been wong before.”

Absurdly, color flushed up under that thin, browned skin. "Do you really nean
t hat ?"

"Am | in the habit of saying things |I don't nean?" he inquired. The yell ow fox
eyes glinted curiously in the gloomof the potting room "You're a fine
warrior, Sheera, in spite of the fact that you're crazy; and if it weren't for
t he sake of another warrior who's both finer and al so crazier than you, |

m ght just be tenpted to fall in love with you. Though the thought makes ne
shudder, " he added.

"Good grief, | should hope so!" she said, genuinely appalled
at the idea.

Sun Wl f laughed. It was a horrible sound, |ike the scraping of rusty iron
and he stopped, coughing. Sheera had the grace to | ook unhappy. The | oss of
his voi ce was her doing, and she

knew it.

"Li sten, Sheera," he said after a nonent. "How long would it take the mning
superintendents' confort brigade to find out how nmany nen Altiokis is bringing
wi th hi nP"

Sheera frowned. "I think Anber Eyes can get a report within a day. Wy?"
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"Because it occurs to me that this may be our time to strike, while Altiokis
and a lot of his troops aren't in the Citadel at ail. Yirth says that the
tunnels fromthe mnes up to the G tadel are guarded with illusion and

magi c—but if Yirth is going to be the one to try and break the illusions, it
woul d probably be better if she did it when Altiokis was gone."

Sheera was staring at him her dark eyes blazing with sudden fire. "You
mean—-stri ke now? Free the nen now?" "Wen Altiokis cones to Mandrigyn, yes.
Can you?" She took a deep breath. "I+ don't know. Yes. Yes, we can. Eo's nade
copies of the keys to nost of the weapons stores and gates in the m nes..



Amber Eyes can get word to Tarrin to be ready..." She was shivering all over
wi th suppressed excitenent, her hands clenched in the velvet of her skirts.
"Lady Winshardin can get word to the other Thanes," she continued after a
nmonent. "They can be ready to strike once we've freed the nmen."

"No," the Wl f said. "The Thanes are always ready to fight, anyway—we won't
give Altiokis the warning of a runor. He's here to investigate the runors

G lden and Wl arne started the night they burned the Records Ofice. How soon
will they arrive?"

A nmeeting was called that evening in the orangery, the heads of the conspiracy
arriving secretly, slipping across the canals and through the tunnels to
assenble in the vast cavern of the dimroom Anmber Eyes cane in wth Denga
Rey, their constant conpany in the | ast few days since Anber Eyes had parted
fromthe WIf explaining a | ot of things about the gladiator's commitment to
the cause. Glden and Wlarne arrived by separate routes—a different sort of
friendship, the Wlf thought; probably closer, for all its lack of a physica
or romantic el enent. Havi ng waded t hrough the norass of their jokes, verba

and ot herw se, he had devel oped a hearty synpathy for his hal f-pints’
respective husbands.

After a few minutes of the swift crossfire conversati on anong those four, Sun
Wl f saw Yirth arrive, fading soundl essly fromthe shadows of the door and
moving like a cat to take her place in the darkness beyond the single candle's
flicker. She'd been there alnpst ten minutes before any of the others noticed
her, listening, her crooked nmouth sniling; Denga Rey's expression when she
finally did see her was al nost com cal. But when they heard the sound of the
door closing again, and all eyes turned—as they always di d—+o watch Sheera
stride into the
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circle of the candle's light, Sun WIf felt the witch's gaze, brief and
specul ative, touch him

Sheera sat down anong them and her | ook traveled fromface to face. "Well?"

"Eo says the keys are ready," G lden reported

"Yirth?"

"I have read and studied," the witch said softly, "everything that my master
left nme on the subject of Altiokis and upon illusion. | am as prepared as any
can be who has not crossed through the Geat Trial."

Sheera smiled and reached across the table to clasp the | ong, heavy-knuckl ed
hands. "It's all we ask ofyou,"” she said. "Anmber Eyes?"

"Cobra just got back fromthe mnes," the girl reported in her |ow, sweet
voi ce. "She says they expect a force of about fifteen hundred with Al tiokis,

| eavi ng about that many in the Ctadel. Cobra says Fat Maali was going to see
if she could find Tarrin hinself. She'll cone to us directly here."

Sheera's face was half in shadow, half edged in the prinrose softness of the
dimlight. Sun Wl f, watching her, saw the change in her eyes at the nmention
of Tarrin's name, saw the chanpion, the war |eader, the wonan who woul d be

Queen of Mandrigyn, change suddenly for a fleeting second to a girl who heard
her lover's name. In spite of all she had done to him his heart went out to



her. Like Starhawk, she was seeking, with single-mnded brutality, to find and
free the man she | oved.

Then she was all business again. "Captain Sun Wl f?" she asked. "Wuld you say
t he wonen are ready?"

"I'"d rather have another two weeks," he said, the harsh scrape of his voice
startling in the gloom "But | think Atiokis' absence and fewer troops make

up for the lack. | have only one request of you, Sheera."
She nodded. "I know," she said. "Yirth, I was going to ask you—~
"No," Sun Wbl f said. "It isn't that. | want to |ead the troops nyself."

The silence was as echoing as the silence that foll owed thunder. The wonen
were staring at him opennmouthed with astonishnment. In that silence, his eyes
met Sheera's, defying her to refuse to |l et himshove his nose in her right to
conmmand.

"You may be a decent conmander," he said after a nonment, "and you may even be
good, in about another five years. But |'ve trained these wonmen and forged
theminto a weapon; and
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\ don't want that weapon being broken by inexperience. If you' re taking on
Al tiokis, you'll need a seasoned | eader."

Sheera's eyes were wide and dark in the candlelight; surprise and relief at
havi ng a seasoned general and fighter like the WIf struggled w th resentnent
at being supplanted and relegated to second place. After a nonment of silence,
she breathed, "Wuld you? I nean—+ thought— The resentnent faded and

vani shed, and the WIf sniled to hinself.

"Well, we both thought a lot of different things," he growed. "And if |I'm
going to ness around with magic, anyway, | want to nmake sure the job gets done
right."

It was a nmonentary stal emate whet her the | eadership of the resistance forces
of Mandrigyn woul d behave Iike grimand serious conspirators or like thrilled
schoolgirls; and regrettably, instinct won out. WIlarne flung her arns around
Sun Wl f's neck and planted an enthusiastic kiss on his mouth, followed in
qui ck succession by G lden, Sheera, Anber Eyes, and a bone-crushing hug from
Denga Rey. Sun Wl f fought them off with a show of disgust. "I knew this would
happen when | went to work for a bunch of skirts,” he snarled."

G lden retorted, "You hoped, you nean."

He was conscious again of Yirth's watching himfromthe shadows, of the
puzzl ement in the sea-green eyes. He glowered at her. "What's the matter? You
never seen a man change his mnd before?"

"No," the witch adnmtted. "Men pride thenmselves on their inflexibility."
"I"1l get you for that," he prom sed and saw, for the first time, an answering
sparkle in the sardoni c depths of her eyes.

Then the sparkl e vanished, |like a candl e doused by water; she swung around,
even as he raised his head, hearing the sound of footfalls on the wet gravel
of the garden path. A nmoment | ater the orangery's outer door opened, and the



worman they called Fat Mali cane in.

Fat Maali was clearly one of Anber Eyes' skags, the | owest type of canp
foll ower, of the class of wonen whom nmercenaries referred to by a nane as
descriptive as it was unrepeatabl e. She could have been thirty-five, but

| ooked fifty, imense, blowsy, and strong, with a hard face that had never
been beautiful and was now ravaged by poverty and debasenent. Her eyes were
linpid blue and cheerful. Sun Wl f wouldn't have wanted to be drunk in her
conpany, if she knew he had any nobney on him
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She was dressed in a filthy green gown with clearly nothing underneat h.
Brass-colored curls tunbl ed down over her shoulders like a young girl's. The
ef fect was al nost as horrible as the stench of her perfune.

She said, "I've seen Tarrin."
Sheera was on her feet, her face alive with eagerness. "And?"
"He says don't do it."

Sheera sagged back as if struck, shock and disbelief parting . her lips
wi t hout words.

It was Anber Eyes who spoke. "Did he say why?" she asked quietly.

Fat Maali nodded, and her eyes were downcast. "Yes," she said softly. "He
says—and |-+ agree with him+that if we attacked the Citadel while Atiokis and
his men were in the town, he's afraid of what woul d happen to the people here.
The ones who didn't have anything to do with any of it, who just want to be

| et alone. He says the old bastard woul d massacre 'em sure." She | ooked up
her eyes troubl ed but unwavering. "And he woul d, Amber. Y know he woul d."

There was silence, the fat woman's gaze going worriedly from Anber Eyes to
Sheera, and to the faces of the others in turn—Benga Rey, G lden, WI arne,
Yirth, Sun Wlf. It was Sun Wl f who broke the silence. "He's right," he said.

"Mlord Tarnn— Maali said hesitantly. "Mlord Tarrin said he wouldn't buy his
freedomor the city's al that cost. He said he'd die a slave first."

Two days later, on orders from Acting Governor Stirk, the larger portion of

t he popul ati on of Mandrigyn turned out along the Golden Street, which led into
the town fromthe tall |and gate, to welcome Altiokis of Ginscarp, Wzard
Ki ng of the Tchard Muntai ns. Though the crowds that |lined the way were

t hi ck—troopers of the governor were going fromhouse to house to nake sure of
it—they were silent. Even those who had wel coned the sol diers who had put an
end to the succession troubles in the city ten nonths before in Altiokis' nane
no | onger cheered.

In the thick of the crowd, dressed in his patched brown gardening things, with
G lden and Wlarne brightly veiled and giggling on either arm Sun Wl f
wat ched the W zard Ki ng

ride in.

"He never cane after Iron Pass," G lden whispered, her calmy businesslike
tone belying the caressing way she rubbed
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her cheek on his arm "The captain of his nercenaries—the Dark Eagle, his nane
is—+ed his troops into the city, with Derroug and Stirk and some of the other
chiefs of the council who'd been exiled by Tarrin. Anber Eyes tells nme..."

A harsh bl are of trunpets rose over the deeper drone of the battle horns,
cutting off her words. The W f raised his head, the sounds prickling his
spine. Rolling |Iike thunder down the wide, tree-lined street, the deep boom of
the kettl edrunms was picked up and flung fromwall to marble-fronted wall. Sun
Wl f and the girls had taken their positions in the [ast straight reach of the
ol den Street, where it ran down to the Great Landing; beyond the crowds, the
gilding of the cerenonial barge flashed in the wan sunlight. Across the way,
on a bal cony draped with pennons, one of Anber Eyes' girls sat conbing her
hair, preparing to tally the nunber of troops as they passed.

"There," W/I arne whi spered.

Around the coner of the |ane they appeared, a nmass of bl ack-mailed bodies,
their neasured tread lost in the sonorous crash of the drums. Antlike heads,
facel ess behind slit-eyed helmets, stared out straight ahead. Sun Wl f
wondered, with a prickle of |oathing, whether the eye slits were functional or
nmerely to keep the popul ace from suspecting. Like the nuuwa in the pal ace
gardens, these sol diers marched unar ned.

"AJtiokis' private troops," W]l arne breathed, under cover of the WlIf's
drawi ng her closer to himas if to protect her. Though his ancestors help the
man who t hought this sloe-eyed scrap of prinordial mayhem needed protection
"That's Glgath at their head, riding the black horse. He's the Captain of
Gimscarp, Commander of Aitiokisl Ctadel."

The Wl f considered the i nhuman, nmailed bulk with narrowed eyes. Like his men,
G lgath was nmasked and hi dden by his arnor. Men at his sides |ed beasts on
chai ns—huge, strange beasts, |ike slunped dog-apes with chisel teeth and mad,
stupi d eyes—dgi es, Lady Winshardin had called them

More of them wal ked with the bl ack-nmail ed guards around the Wzard King's
ebony litter. The people in the street had fallen utterly silent; the only
sounds now were the blows of the druns, steady and inescapabl e as doom

At the sight of the litter, the WIf felt his flesh cram. It was borne by two
bi ack horses, their eyes masked with silver, led by the bl ack-arnored guards.
Pillars of tw sted ebony, whose capitals flashed with opal and nacre,
supported dead-bl ack curtains; where the curtains had been drawn back, the
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interior of the litter was masked by heavy lattices of carven bl ackwood. Sun
Wl f, who stood taller than anyone around himin that chiefly fermal e crowd,
craned his neck, but could see nothing of the wizard within, except for a
still, dark shadow, unnoving agai nst the bl ackness of the cushions.

And yet, at the sight of it, something stirred in Sun Wl f, anger and an
enoti on deeper than anger; revul sion and an inplacable hate. The inpact of his
feelings startled him wth the awareness that he | ooked upon pollution. And
behi nd that came the horrible and revolting certainty that he had sonetines
felt in the haunts of the marsh demons of the North—the certainty that he



| ooked upon that which was not entirely human.

This was not a denon, he knew, edging his way forward through the crowd to
followthe litter with his eyes. But sonething ..

He pushed ahead to the front edge of the packed throng as the litter descended
to the | anding stage and the waiting barge. No snake, no spider, no foul and
creeping thing had ever affected himw th such cold | oathing, and he struggl ed
for a glinpse of the thing that woul d energe. Distance and the angle confused
his line of sight; Glgath, the Commander of the Citadel, was deploying his
sol di ers across the covered tunnel of the Spired Bridge, to line the cana
route toward the governor's pal ace. Behind him other marching footsteps
echoed in the narrow street as the rest of Aitiokis' force approached.

Then the Wl f heard a single deep voice call out, "Arrest that man." Turning,
he found hinmself staring up into the face of the Dark Eagle, captain of
Aitiokis' mercenary forces.

The Eagl e hadn't changed since they' d canpai gned together in the East. The
sardonic blue eyes still held their expression of bitter amusenent as Sun Wl f
turned to flee.

He found hinself henmed in by the civilians at his back and the City Troops
that were running toward himfromall sides. Glden and Wl arne had nelted
away into the crowd, already heading in opposite directions to get the news to
Sheera. The Eagle spurred his black mount forward toward him bowren
clustering around his stirrups—+f the Wl f renenbered the Dark Eagle's
specialties, there wasn't much chance they'd nmiss. Cvilians were crowdi ng
away from him panic-stricken. Sonmeone grabbed his arm from behind and shoved
a sword Made against his ribs; he ducked and feinted. An arrow shaft
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burned his shoulder as it buried itself in the body of the man behind him

The Wl f grabbed the sword fromthe slacking grip and spun to neet his
woul d- be captors, throw ng another one of theminto the path of the second
arrow and darting for the nouth of the nearest alley. A man in his way cut at
himwi th a hal bred; he parried, slashed along the shaft, and junped over the
falling weapon. The crowd milled and scattered before him The Eagle's
nmercenaries and the City Troops broke ranks to pursue.

He was closed in, he saw He cut another man's face open and turned to strike a
third. Though battle concentrated his m nd, he was sonmehow peripherally aware
of nmovenent near the landing, of a stirring in the black curtains..

Sonet hi ng, he did not know what, |ike a snmoky and confusing cloud, struck at
his face, and he turned to slash at it. His sword cleaved it like air, haloed
in a splattering of red lightning. In the last second in which he realized
that it was nerely an illusion sent to break his concentration, something hit
hi m on the back of the head, and darkness cl osed around him

CHAPTER __ i 7

C
APTAIN SUN WOLF.

The voice that penetrated the bl ackness of his nind seened to come froma
great distance away. It was the Dark Eagle's, he recognized, obscured by the



buzzing roar that filled his skull.

"And in such clothes, too. Open your eyes, you barbarian; | know you can hear
ne."

The Wl f pried one grit-filled eye open and squi nted agai nst the burning glare
of yellow light.

"They say when you hire out your sword, you neet acquaintances in all coners
of the world," the Eagle went on, "but | hardly expected to see an old friend
here.”

Sun Wbl f blinked painfully. The light that had blinded hima nonent ago
resolved itself into the snoldering fireball at the end of a torch stuck in a
greasy iron wall sconce, just behind the Dark Eagle's shoul der. He becane
slowy aware of the burning ache in his arms; when he tried to nove them he
found that they were, in fact, supporting the weight of his |inp body. The
short chain that joined his wists had been thrown over a hook a few feet
above his head. He was hanging with his back to the stone wall of a room which
he guessed was under ground—dnder what was |eft of the Records Ofice,

presumabl y—and the nmenory of another small underground roomand the drifting
sparkl e of unknown fire on the air brought sweat to his stubbted face. He got
his feet under himand stood, glaring at the nercenary chief, who was, for the
nmonent, the only other man in the room
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"The | east you could have done was keep your flapping mouth shut,’
hoar sel y.

he grow ed

The Dark Eagle frowned. He was a stocky man of nedi um height, his black hair
falling forward over his bright eyes. "Lost your tongue?"

"A lady poisoned nme, and 1 lost my voice over it," the WIf answered quite
truthfully, hearing, as he said the words, the netallic rasp of the sound.

The flicker of concern that had gli mered behind the blue eyes fled. The
nmercenary chi ef |aughed, "i hope you had your revenge. The reason | took you
inis that I"'mpaid to keep order in Altiokis' domains. Wy ever you' ve
decided to winter in this lovely town, I'd have to clean up the mess sooner or
| ater. \Where are your nen?"

"At Wynde."
"I didn't nmean your troops, | mean the nen you're | eading. And beiieve ne,
Wl f, I"'mnot going to accept that you're in this town to no purpose. \Wat nen

are you at the head of ?"

Sun Wbl f sighed, |eaning his head back against the rough rock of the wall
behind him "None," he said. "No one."

"You put up one hell of a fight for a man with a cl ear conscience."

"You woul dn't know a cl ear conscience if you found one in your bed. What in
the nane of all your sniveling ancestors are you doi ng serving that denmon?"

The Dark Eagle frowned. "Denon?"



"Whatever was in that litter, it wasn't human. 1'l|l take oath on that."

The bl ue eyes narrowed to slits. "You always could spot them couldn't you?
But Altiokis is no denon. |'ve seen himsumon denpons and |'ve seen him handl e
the things they dread to protect hinself against them"

"He's no denon, but—+ don't know what he is."

A white grin split the swarthy countenance, and the uneasy | ook vani shed.
"He's the greatest w zard of the world—and a man of uncommon appetites to

boot." The smile faded. "Wiy do you say he isn't human?"
"Because he isn't, dammit! Can't you tell it? Can't you feel it?"
The bl ue eyes hardened. "I think we hit you harder than we intended, ny

friend," the Eagle said. "O maybe your light-skirts' poison addl ed your
never-very-stout brains. Altiokis is
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a man—and a man who can afford to pay dammed well to keep trouble out of his
| ands. As you shall see."

He noved toward the cell door, U en paused, his hand on the handle. In a
qui eter voice, he said, "I'd advise you to tell himwhatever you're in, WIf."

He opened the door and stepped aside.
Al'tiokis entered.

Two i npressions, spiritual and physical, seened to overlap for a second in Sun
VWl f's brain.

The spiritual was the inpression of a half-rotted tree, leprous with age, its
cancered bark still standing but encl osing another entity, a black and lucid
fire that showed through the cracks.

The physical was the sight of a man of nedi um hei ght, inpossibly obese from
eating rich foods, with bad skin, the suspicion of a shadow of stubble on his
pouchy jaw, and too many rings enbedded in the flesh of his fat fingers.
Contact with merchants' w ves had sharpened Sun Wl f's appreciation of the

val ue of cloth; the black velvet that formed the underpinning of the

j ewel - beaded enbroi dery of the i mense doublet sold for fifty silver crowns a
yard. The jeweled belts that supported the overhanging rolls of fat would have
purchased cities.

In the back of his mnd, the WIf heard Lady Winshardin's acid voi ce sayi ng,
"He is vulgar."

And he knew, watching the Dark Eagle's face and the faces of the gaunt harbor
master, Stirk, and of Drypettis, who stood in the shadows of the corridor
behind him that the physical being was all anyone ever saw.

He wanted to screamat them "Don't you see it? Don't you understand what he
i s?" But he did not understand hinself.

Sunk mtheir pouches of fat, the cold little eyes gleamed with smug anusenent.
The Wzard King stepped forward, raising his staff. Like the pillars of his



titter, it was carved of ebony in twisting patterns, its ornate tip flickering
with the ghostly gl eam of opal and abal one. The touch of it on Sun Wl f's neck
was like ice and fire, a searing dart of pain, and he flinched fromil with a
stifled cry.

A satisfied little smle decorated the puffy Iips.
"So you're the man who thought he could go agai nst ne?"

Sun Wl f said nothing. After the ordeal of the anzid, pain had changed its
meani ng for him but the shock of being touched by that staff had taken his
breath away. He was aware of Drypettis, standing in the doorway, |ike sone
nmonstrous orchid in her orange gown and veils; he could see her huge brown
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eyes wat ching himw th an unreadabl e m xture of col dness and hatred and spite.
He wondered if she had thought to tell Sheera where he was being held and what
good it would do anyone if she had.

O was she waiting to see if he broke, to slip away and warn the ot hers when
he di d?

AJtiokis' voice went on. "Wio hired you, Captain?"

The Wl f swal | owed and shook his head. "He never told nme his nane," he

whi spered. "He said he'd pay ne to spy out the city, the gates, and the canals
and to lay out a siege plan..."

"Probably one of the Thanes." Altiokis yawned. "They're always stirring up
trouble—and it's time they were put down."

"Where did he nmeet you, this man?" the Dark Eagl e asked.

In a stifled voice, the WIf replied, "In the Peninsula, after the siege of
Mel plith. He arranged a neeting with me, three weeks fromnow, in East Shore.
I was to cone here, which | did, overland, and lay out ny plans..."

"Yes, yes," Altiokis said in a bored voice. "But who was heT

"I tell you, | don't know. "The Wl f glanced fromthe Eagle to Aitiokis and
back again, sensing that the Wzard King didn't really much care who had hired
him Was he that confident of his own powers and of the nagic that protected
the Citadel? O had he, as a result of his endless life, nerely reached the
poi nt of bored carel essness with everything?

"The man chose an expensive spy,"
wor | d abounds in cheaper ones."

the Dark Eagle commented thoughtfully. "The

The Wl f flashed hi m what he hoped was an angry dagger of a glance. "Wuld you
hire a cheap one?"

Then he flinched in agony fromthe glowing tip of the Wzard King's staff.

"Remenber to whomyou're tal king, barbarian,” Altiokis said, with a kind of
qui et relish. He brought the staff toward Sun Wlf's face, the white netal of
its tip seemng to glow with an unholy | um nescence. The WIf drew back from
it, feeling the sweat thai poured down his cheeks, staring as if hypnotized at
the star-flash of the opals and at the twined jaws of the inlaid serpents that
hel d them Sonething that was not heat seened to snoke fromthe jeweled tip,



like a cold prom se of unbearabl e pain.
"I amAltiokis," the Wzard King said softly. "No one has the tenerity to
speak thus to ny servants.”
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The burning jewels were within a half inch of the Wl f's eyes when he
whi spered, "lI'msorry, ny lord."

Past the opals, he sawthe little smrk appear and wenched his head asi de as
the staff touched himagain. A cry of pain escaped him and he felt the flesh
al ong his cheekbone sear and curl, the shock of it piercing his whole body

i ke a sword.

Savoringly, Altiokis said, "I could chip you away, piece by piece, until you
begged for the chance to tell what you know and the mercy of a cut throat.
may do it yet, merely to anmuse mnysel f."

Sun Wl f made no reply to this. For a time, speech was beyond him Sickened
with the pain, he hung fromthe chain above his head, trying to regather his
t houghts, telling hinself that, no matter how bad it was, the anzid had been
far worse. But beyond that, he was conscious of both anger and outrage that a
man with powers of the Wzard King should use themso, like a cruel child
pulling the wings froma fly. He had net enough nen in his tine who were
anused by pain. He had not expected a man who had nastered the hard

di sciplines of wi zardry to be one of them

"Governor Stirk ..." Atiokis said, and Stirk |ooked up, the surprised
gratification on his face rem nding Sun Wl f of a dog that hoped for a pat.
The tali harbor master cane forward, alnmpst wagging his tail. In the doorway,

Drypettis stiffened with outraged indignation. Stirk actually went down on his
knees and ki ssed the Wzard King's jewel -crusted shoe. Altiokis alnost purred.

"Did the interrogation chanber survive the fire?" the w zard asked.

The new governor's face fell. "Alas, no, ny lord,"” he said, rising and
unobtrusively dusting his knees. "The upper level of the prisons was gutted by
the fire the night Governor Derroug was murdered."

My ancestors, the WIf thought, through the raw angui sh that seened to be
pouring into his flesh fromthe open burn on his face, are |ooking out for ne,
after all.

There was a pout in the fruity voice. "Then he shall go with me to the Citade
in the norning. When | depart. Governor Stirk, | shall |eave a force of nen
here under the command of General Dark Eagie, to be billeted in the houses of
citizens as you choose. Do not think thai in the event of these disruptions,
the annual tribute fromthis city will be excused. MNoreover,
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feel sure thai you are noved to make sone suitable show of gratitude for your
el evation to your new position."

Stirk almost fell over hinself agreeing; Sun Wl f wondered what AJtiokis could
possibly want with nore wealth.



"As for this—arrogant barbarian..." The butt end of the staff |icked out and
cracked sharply on the side of Sun Wl f's knee. Beside the agony of his seared

face, he hardly noticed. "I scarcely feel that he is telling us all the truth;
but in time, we shall learn fromhimthe names of the nen ill-intentioned
enough to hire such a person to spy out nmy city. Fromnmny Citadel, | can see
all. No arny can approach wi thout ny know edge. But it will save trouble to

know whom to puni sh."

The words were rhetorical, and Sun Wl f knewit. Altiokis didn't nmuch care
whom he puni shed or why; to a man a hundred and fifty years old and of no
great mental resources to begin with, the infliction of pain was one of few
anusements left. Sun Wlf's eyes followed the fat w zard as he waddl ed toward
the door, with Stirk bowi ng along at his heels. The Dark Eagle, his face a
snoot h and cyni cal bl ank, brought up the rear

D d others wonder about this, tool the WIf asked hinself, watching them nount
the few steps to the hall. How could something that trivial, that spiteful and
vi ci ous, have acquired this kind of power?

Didn't any of them see?
"One nore thing."

Al tiokis turned back, the torchlight fromthe hall outside stream ng over his
jewel s like a spent wave over a barnacl e-encrusted hull. He snapped his
fingers. Past him the WIf saw the guards in the hallway startle, heard
Drypettis give a sharp squeak of alarm

Two nuuwa entered the cell

Sun Wl f felt his heart stop, then pound to life with a surge of terror that
monentarily drowned out all things else. He cast one quick glance at the hook
that held his chained hands hel pl ess above his head, cal cul ati ng whether he
could get free before they began ripping at his flesh, then stared back at
them knowi ng he was trapped. AJtiokis' smile broadened with delight.

"You like ny friends, eh?" he asked.

Bot h waggl i ng heads turned toward Sun Wl f, as if they could see himor snell
the blood in his veins. Drool glistened on the m sshapen chins, and they
chanped their inpossibly grown teeth and fidgeted as the wizard laid

conpani onabl e hands on the sloped backs. Their uniforms—foul, torn, and
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crawing with lice—were so filthy the Wl f wondered how anyone coul d bring
hinsel f to touch even those, |et alone the m ndl ess, unclean flesh beneath.

"You'll be quite safe."” Altiokis smled. "As long as you nmake no attenpt to
get away, they shall curb their appetites and be content

wi t h—-ah—ont enpl ation. But believe ne, should you try to get away, |'msure
they could chew off quite |large portions of you before your screans brought
the guards—if any guards would be willing to try to separate themfromtheir
victim"

That pleased snmile widened still nore at the thought, and the nost powerful

wi zard in the world paused thoughtfully to excavate a nostril with his jewel ed
finger. He wiped it fastidiously on Stirk's sleeve. Stirk gave a fatuous



smle.
"I hope | shall see you in the norning."
The door shut behind him

For a long tinme Sun WIf stood, his tw sted shoul ders racked and achi ng from
the drag of his body against the chain, his mnd chasing itself blindly from
t hought to thought.

The nost powerful w zard in the world! His stomach turned at the thought of
t hat power and that waste.

But the power cane fromnothing within Altiokis hinmself. He was a man hal f
rotted fromthe inside by something el se; the power was not of his own
finding. That first, fleeting inpression was all the Wl f had to go on
afterward, he had seen the w zard only as others saw hi mebese, ommi potent,
and terrifying. Sun Wl f felt as he had in his childhood, frantically
insisting to his father and to the other nmen of the tribe that he could see
t he denons whose voices taunted themfromthe marsh msts and being sharply
told to shut up and follow He had been right then, he knew. And he knew now
that there was sonething in Altiokis that was neither human nor cl ean nor
sane.

Tormorrow he woul d be taken up to the Citadel. He'd seen enough torture to
harbor no illusions about his own abilities to withstand it for any protracted
period of time. Altiokis was right—the threat of being given anzid again, or
of being put into a roomwith whatever it was that could transforma nman into
a nuuwa, would have himselling off all these wonmen he had come to be so fond
of without a nmoment's hesitation

Except, he thought, that it probably would not save him anyway. Even upon
short acquai ntance, he knew Altiokis too well for that.
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H s eyes returned to the nuuwa. Altiokis had left a torch, burning inits
bracket on the other side of the room The nuuwa wore the unifornms of

Al tiokis' troops, but they were already ragged and foul ed, for the creatures
were too brainless to change them or even unsnag themif they caught on
something. It occurred obliquely to the Wlf, in the one corner of his nind
not occupied by horror, that what undoubtedly became of nuuwa, if they weren't
killed, was that they sinply rotted away from sel f-neglect. One of these

al ready had what |ooked |like a badly festered gash on its leg, visible through
the torn and soil ed breeches.

Now t hat he had seen them nade fromnmen, the Wl f could tell that one of these
was nore recent than the other—the one eye seared out and scarred over, the
other rotted out fromwi thin and already scarring. The second nuuwa was ol der
t he bones of the face changed and defornmed, the shoulders nmore slunped. It was
i npossible to tell through which eye the flame-creature had bored.

They stood unnovi ng, watching himfrom eyel ess holes, their reek filling the
cell. Sometimes one of themwould shift fromfoot to foot, but neither stirred
itself to brush away the roaches that craw ed over its feet in the straw. Once
Sun Wbl f | ooked cautiously over his head at the chain and hook again, and they
grew restless, snuffling and fidgeting.



He gave up the attenpt.

Hs mind returned to that wi ndowed cell in the burned-out wing of the prison
The flake of flame, the young slave scream ng as he clutched his bl eeding
eye... Altogether it had taken nearly a mnute, the Wl f cal cul ated, between

the tine the thing had got the boy and the tinme it had bored through to the
brai n. Had he known what woul d happen to himin those endl ess, racking
seconds? O had the pain been too great?

The Wl f shuddered with the nmenory of it. In his heart, he already knew what
was i ntended for him whether he reveal ed any plans or not.

The anzid had changed his tol erance for pain, which was al ready hi gher than
nmost nen's, but it had given hima hearty appreciation of how bad pain could
get. And even with the bl essing of ignorance, w thout the know edge that one's
scooped- out husk would be ruled by Altiokis' foul will, the sixty seconds or
so that it took for the thing—fire, insect, or whatever—to bore its way inward
woul d be Iike the distilled essence of the deepest Hells.
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He gl anced at the nuuwa and then back up at the chains.

It woul d be possible, he saw now, to stretch his body and arnms enough to lift
t he manacl es up over the top of the hook that held them The hook was
positioned for a slightly shorter man—few of the nmen of Mandrigyn topped six
feet—and he thought that he could manage with a struggle. But it would take a
short while; in the neantinme, his body woul d hang exposed and hel pl ess before
those m ndless things drooling in their coner.

He wondered how far his own abilities of nonvisibility went.

He' d experinented with them since the night he'd first called theminto use on
t he roof of the palace kitchens, the night he and the wormen had rescued Ti sa.
Wth a little practice, he had found that he could, within certain limts,
avoid the eyes of soneone entering a fairly small and well-1ighted room
provided he did nothing to call attention to hinmself. The nuuwa had no eyes—t
stood to reason that they sawwith their mnds. But if that were the case, his
nonvi sibility should work better on them since it was, in fact, avoidance of
the attention.

It mght be worth a try.

In any case, he was aware that, objectively, in the long run, he would not be
wor se of f. Being devoured alive by themwould be a nessy and hi deous way to
di e, but he wondered whether it would be worse than becom ng a nuuwa hinsel f.

It was a choice he had no desire to put to the test.

Hesitantly, he groped his mind out toward theirs, shifting their attention
past him toward the stones of the wall and the crawing straw at his feet,
letting them !l ook through him around him turning that intentness toward
trivial things, and maki ng them forget that he was there. He found hinself
sweating with the effort of it, trickles of nbisture running down his aching
arms and down his face and his body. He made hinself relax into the effort,
becomi ng less and less inportant in their mnds against their genera

awar eness of the cell and occupying their attention, their senses, with the
crackl e of insect feet in the straw, the snell of the torch snoke..



He braced his body, then began to reach upward, rising on his toes and
stretching his stiff back and shoul ders toward the iron hook

The nuuwa stared stolidly at the walls to either side of him

Delicately, he hooked the tips of his half-nunmbed fingers under the short
links that joined the nmetal bracelets. He strained to lift themtoward the tip
of the hook, |oosening his back
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muscl es agai nst the shooting fire of cranps that raced down themfromtheir
long inactivity. The sweat burned in the raw flesh of his opened cheek, and
his arms trenbled at the effort of nmovement. The tip of the hook seened

i mpossi bly high. One of the nuuwa bel ched, the sound sharp as an explosion in
the silent room half hypnotized by the effort of concentration, the WlIf
never took his mind fromthe illusion of nonvisibility that he held with his
whol e attention, despite the physical strain that occupied his linbs. He had
been trapped once by having his concentration broken. Even if they tore himto
pi eces, he would not do so again.

The netal slipped over netal. The slacking of the hook's support was abrupt,
as the links slid over it. The WIf felt as if all the weight of his body had
dropped suddenly upon his exhausted nuscles. He could have collapsed in a

t hankful heap on the fetid straw, but he forced hinmself to remain upright,
lowering his arns slowly to his sides, shaking all over with the effort. The
separate agoni es of the day were swallowed in an all-enconpassi ng wave of
angui shing cranmps in arms and back

The nuuwa continued to | ook at the wall.

As soon as he was satisfied that his | egs would support him Sun WIf took a
cautious step forward.

There was no reaction

Hs mind held their attention at bay, but the concentration required nost of
his strength, and he knew he could not keep it up for |ong. He took another
step and anot her, w thout either of them appearing to notice... No nean feat,
he thought in that clear cynical corner of his mnd, to keep a nuuwa from
goi ng after anbul atory food.

The door was bolted with an iron dead bolt, not nmerely a wooden drop that
could be lifted with a card. He gl anced over his shoul der at the nuuwa, the
nearest of which stood, a stinking lunp of flesh, less than six feet fromhim

He decided to risk it.

"Dark Eagle!" he yelled, lifting his raw voice to as carrying a pitch as he
could manage. "Stirk! I'Il tell you what you want to know Just keep them off
ne!"

H s concentration pressed agai nst the nuuwa, a sheer physical effort, |ike
that of trying to hold up a falling wall. The nuuwa shifted, scuffling around
the cell, arnms swinging, lolling heads wagging, as if seeking for what they
could not find. Rot
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your eyes, you poxy corridor guard, he thought, don't you want to be the first
with the news that your prisoner's broken?

He yelled again. "I'll tell you anything! Just get ne out of here! I'Il tell
you what you want!"

Runni ng footsteps sounded in the corridor. One man, he guessed fromthe sound,
hesitating outside the door. Open it, you cowardly bastard! the Wl f demanded
silently. Don't call your chief..

The bolt shot back.

Sun Wl f came slamring out of the cell, throwing his full weight on the door
heedl ess of any weapon the man m ght have had. The guard's drawn short sword
jamred in the wood of the door and stuck; the man had his nmouth open, too
startled to scream showing a wi de expanse of dirty teeth. Sun Wl f grabbed
hi m by the neck and hurled himbodily into the arnms of the advanci ng nuuwa.

He sent the door crashing shut and shot the bolt against the man's screans,
pull ed the sword free, and ran up the enpty corridor as if heading for the
hal f-cl osed doors of Hell

CHAPTER —18 —
"A
JVD YOU TURNED THEI R M NDS ASI DE?"

Sun Wl f nodded. Yirth's drugs could ease pain without dulling the mnd, but
the rel ease of concentration acted alnost like a drug in itself. Lying in the
fading light of her tiny whitewashed attic room he felt as exhausted as he
did after battle. The snell of the place, of the drying herbs that festooned
the lowrafters in strings, filled himw th a curious sense of peace, and he
wat ched her noving around, gaunt and powerful, and wondered how he had ever

t hought of her as ugly. Stern and strong in her power, yes. But the nmarring
birthmark no | onger drew his eyes fromthe rest of her face, and he saw her
now as a harsh-faced woman a few years ol der than he, whose |life had been, in
its way, as strenuous as his own.

As if she felt his thoughts, she turned back to him "How did you do this
t hi ng?" she asked.

"I don't know," he replied wearily. "It was the anzid, | think." He saw her
sudden frown and realized it wasn't nuch of an expl anation

"I think the anzid did sonething to ne—besides half killing ne, that is. Since

| was brought back, 1've been able to see in the dark, and |'ve had this—this
ability to avoid people's sight. |I've always been good at it, but now
it's—+t's uncanny. | used it the first time when we rescued Tisa, and |'ve
been practicing since then. | used to—=

She held up her hand against his words. "No," she said. "Let nme think."
She turned fromhim pacing to the narrow w ndow t hat
242
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| ooked out over the wet, red roofs of Mandrigyn. For a |ong noment she stood,
her dark head bent, the gray light gleaming in the pewter streaks that frosted
her hair. Qutside, the plop and splash of a gondola's pole could be heard in
the canal, and the light tapping of hooves over the bridge nearby. Yirth's
cat, curled at the foot of Sun Wl f's narrow cot, woke, stretched, and sprang
soundl essly to the floor.

Then Yirth whi spered, "Dear Mdtther." She | ooked back at him "Tell ne about

the night you spent in the pit," she said.

He returned her gaze in silence, unwilling to share the extent of grief and
pain and humliation. Only one person knew the whole and, if she were even
still alive, he did not know where she was now. At |ength he said, "Sheera had

her victory over me. Isn't that enough?"

"Don't be a fool," the witch said coldly. "There was no anzid left in your
system when she | ed us back to you."

He stared at her, not conprehendi ng.
"Did you have visions?"

He nodded mutely, his body shaken with a fit of shivering at the nmenory of
t hose dreanms of power and despair.

She put her hands to her tenples, the thick, streaky hair springing over and
t hrough her fingers, like water through a sieve of bone. "Dear Mdther," she
mur nmur ed agai n.

Her voi ce sounded hollow, half stunned. "I found it anmong her things when she
was killed," she said, as if to herself. "Chilisirdin—ay master. | didn't
think ... in our business there are always poi sons. W deal in thempoisons,
philters, abor-tifacients. Sonetimes a death is the only answer. | never

t hought anything else of it."

"What are you tal king about?" he whi spered, though it was coming to him in a
ki nd of unveiling of horror, what she neant.

Her face, in the deepeni ng shadows, seened suddenly very young, its stony
sel f- possession stripped away by fear and hope. "Tell ne, Captai n—why did you
become a warrior and not a shaman anong your peopl e?"

Sun Wl f stared at her for as long as it would take to count to a hundred,
stunned at the truth of her question, struck as he had been during the
tortured visions in the pit, with the nenory of his black and icy chil dhood
and of all those things of beauty and power that he had set aside in the face
of his father's bleak nmockery. In a voice very unlike his own, he stammrered,
"The ol d shaman di ed—+ong before | was bom The one we had
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was a charlatan, a fake. My father..." He was silent, unable to go on
For a time neither spoke.

Then he said, "No." He made a novement, as if thrusting from himthe thought
that he could have what he had known fromhis earliest childhood was his



birthright. "I"'mno w zard."

"What are you, then?" she denmanded harshly. "If you hadn't been born with the
Power, the anzid would have killed you. | was surprised that it didn't, but I
t hought it was because you were tough, were strong. It never crossed nmy mnd
ot herwi se, even though ny master had told nme that the Great Trial would kil
any who were not magebomto begin with."

Cold and irrational terror rose in him H's nouth dry, he whispered, "I'm no
wizard. I'ma warrior. My business is war. | stay out of that stuff. My life
is war. Starhawk ..." He paused, uncertain what he had nmeant to say about
Starhawk. "l can't change at ny age."

"You are changed," Yirth said bitterly. "Like it or not."
"But | don't know any magic!" he protested.

"Then you had best l|earn," she rasped, an edge of inpatience stinging into her
voi ce. "For believe me, Altiokis wili conme to know that there is another
proven wi zard in the world, another who has passed through the Great Trial

Most of us undergo the training first, and the Trial when we have the strength
to endure it. You had the strength—either fromyour training as a warrior or
because the magic you were born with is strong, stronger than any | have heard
tell of. But without training in the ways of it, you are helpless to fight the
W zard King,"

Sun Wl f lay back on the cot. The smart of his arms and shoul ders and the raw
pl aces on his wists where the spancel had been renoved bitterly reinforced
his menmory of the Wzard King. "He'll follow ne wherever | go, won't he?" he
asked -quietly.

"Probably," Yirth answered. "As he hounded ny master Chilisirdin to her
deat h. "

The Wl f turned his eyes toward her in the dark. The daylight had faded from
the attic, but anmong thensel ves, w zards had no need of light. "I'msorry," he
said. "I was just given for free what you woul d have sol d everything you owned
to possess; and here | am conpl ai ni ng because | don't want it. But | was
raised to steer very clear of magic, and I|—+'mafraid of the Power."
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"You shoul d be," she snapped. In a quieter voice, she went on. "It is unheard
of for an untrained mage to pass through the Great Trial. You nust |eave

Al tiokis' domains, and quickly; but if you take ny advice, you must seek out
anot her wi zard as fast as you can. You do not know the extent of your powers;
wi t hout the teaching and the discipline of wizardry, you are as dangerous as a
mad dog."

Sun Wbl f chuckl ed softly in the darkness. "I know 1've seen it a thousand
times in ny own business. Wien a boy conmes to ne to be trained in arns, he's

t he nbst dangerous between the fourth nonth and the twelfth. That's when he's
| earned t he physical power, but not the spiritual control—-and he hasn't quite
grasped the fact that there's anyone alive who can beat him That's the age
when sonmeone—ysel f or Star-hawk or An—has to trounce the daylights out of

him to keep himfrom picking fights with everyone else in the troop. If a boy
survives the first year, he has the discipline and the brains to be a

sol dier."



He heard her small, faint sniff, which he rightly interpreted as |aughter

"And to think | once despised you for being a soldier,"” she said. "I wll
teach you what | can while you are hidden here, until we can get you out of
the city. But you nmust find a true w zard—ene who has had the fullness of his
power for many years and who understands in truth what | know only in theory."
"I would do that in any case,"
a warrior are done."

Sun Wl f said quietly. "I know dial ny days as

Cl ear and sharp, the vision returned to himof his own hands seared to the
bone fromgrasping the nolten fire of his dreams. It hurt to let the old life
go, to rel ease what he had striven for and taken pride in since he was a boy
old enough to wield a child's sword. It left himwith a stricken feeling of
enptiness, as if with the sword he had given up an armas well. Ari would take
the troop and the school at Wynde. Starhawk. .

He | ooked up. "There'll be a woman comi ng here,"” he said, knowing that with

t he Hawk's st ubbornness, even his vision nmanifesting itself to her in a dream
and telling her to give up the search would not be sufficient to turn her

asi de. Stubborn femal e! he added to hinself. "She's |ooking for nme. Tel
her..."

Tell her what? That he'd gone on, searching for a wizard in a world | ong
bereft of such things? That she should foll ow hi monce agai n?

"Teil her to nmeet ne in Wynde, before the sunmer's end.
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Tell her | swear that | will come to her there." He paused, picturing her with
sharp and painful clarity in the quiet of the stone garden bel ow t he school

He had not wal ked its paths in sumrer for nearly twenty years. "Tell her what
becarme of me," he added quietly.

The deforned nmouth quirked suddenly into a wy smile, showing teeth white as
snow in the gloom "A long way to travel,"” she remarked. "Shall | teach you
how to find this wonan yoursel f?"

He saw what must have been his own expression reflected in the one of
deepeni ng anmusenent in her eyes and grinned ruefully. "If 1'mgoing to go back
to being a school boy at nmy age," he said, "I'mcertainly devel oping the
reactions of one."

"That, Captain, is only because you have never before this particularly cared
where anyone else was, or if that person lived or died,"” Yirth replied calmy.
"The rel ati onshi ps of the body are the business of wonmen |ike Anber Eyes—the

rel ati onships of the heart are mne. | have made as many | ove philters as |
have nade poi sons and abortifacients. They all tell me why. They are driven to
tell; I do not ask. There is nothing that | have not heard.

"And do you know, Captain, that 1 have heard nen sneer at—what do they call? A
respectable man of full age—suddenly discovering what it is to | ove another
person. Doubtl ess you yourself know what they say."

Sun Wbl f had the grace to bl ush

"But if a man who has been crippled fromchildhood is healed at the age of



forty, will he not junp and dance and turn cartwheels |like a young boy,
scorning the dignity of his years? The nockers are those who thensel ves are

still crippled. Think nothing of it." She shook back the thick mane of hair
from her shoulders, her face framed in it like the white blur of an
asymmetrical skull in the gloom "WII you sl eep?"

He hesitated. "If you're tired, yes," he said. "If you're willing, I'd rather
spend the night |earning whatever you have to teach ne about my new trade."

And Yirth laughed, a faint, dry, little sound that Sun Wl f reflected he was
probably the first menber of the male sex to have heard. "What | have to teach
i s meager enough," she said. "I have the |earning, but ny powers are very
smal | . "

"WIl they increase when you yourself pass through the Trial ?"
She hesitated, the indecision in her green eyes, the fear
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robbi ng her of her years of experience, making her | ook again Jike a thin,
bitter, ugly young girl—ike the duckling in that rather conforting fable, who
knew t hat she woul d never grow into a swan. "They should,” she said at |ength.
"And | will read and learn all that | can about it before | take the anzid
nmysel f, so that | may neet Altiokis as a proven w zard when Sheera and Tarrin
agree that it is time to attack. And that nust be soon. Altiokis has |ong
suspected there is another person born with the powers of w zardry here in
Mandrigyn; after the Trial, it will be harder to hide."

In the darkness, he heard her nove, stepping to the narrow w ndow t hat

over|l ooked the sliny alley outside, the reflected |ight fromthe other houses
that crowded the Little Island touching the hooked aquiline profile and the
spider threads of silver in the dark masses of her hair as she turned back to

face himonce nore. "As for the Trial itself, | think that nmy strength is
sufficient to carry nme through it alive," she went on. "For thirty years,
since | came to ny powers as a child, |I have felt themin me, chafing and
twisting at the walls that flesh and mnd set against their exercise. | know

they are strong—there have been times when | have felt like a worman in travai
with a dragon's child, unable to give it birth."

She was silent again, only the ragged draw of her breath audible in the cool
herb-smel li ng darkness of the bare attic room Seeing her clearly in the

dar kness, the Wl f could see also the girl that she had been, like a young
tree girdled with steel as a sapling, warping a little nore each day as it
strove despairingly toward a destiny not pernmitted it—-And ugly, he thought, to
boot. He knew now that the limtations that beauty set upon a wonman were far

pl easanter, at least at the time, than the ones ugliness placed—and he knew
frombitter personal nmenory how cruel the world could be to wonen who were not
pl easing to men's eyes.

But he only said, "At |east you knew why yon were in pain. | never did."
"Knowi ng why only nade it worse," she whispered.

"Maybe," the WIf said, sitting up alittle in the narrow bed and bracing his
shoul ders against the dry, smooth wood of the wall. "I'm not sure whether it

woul d have been better to know |'d been robbed or to grow up trying to hide
fromeveryone—particularly ny father—+the fact that 1 suspected that 1 was



mad. "
Agai nst the reflected wi ndow fights, he saw her head turn
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sharply and felt the touch of her green eyes on him He wondered suddenly how
long it had been between the time she had realized her own powers and the tine
she had found sonmeone who understood what they were.

When she spoke again, her voice was quieter, and the edge of bitter nockery
was gone fromit, leaving it sweet in the darkness, |like the sweetness of the
snell of drying rosemary. "I should look to the Trial as a gate to
freedomfreedomfromall that | have been—even if it is only -freedomto
chal l enge Altiokis and die. But—+ saw you when we brought you up out of the
ph, Captain."

Then she turned away, covering her fear of pain with brusqueness, as the Wl f
had seen warriors curse rather than weep when their bones were set. "Cone. If
you intend to learn tonight, we had best start."

Twenty-five years of hard soldiering had not given Sun Wl f nuch background in
wi zardry or |ove, but they had taught himdiscipline and the concentration to
set aside physical weariness and apply hinself to what nust be done. As he

wor ked under Yirth's guidance through the dark hours, he was constantly aware
that it mght be nonths or years before he found another teacher. / wll

sl eep, he told hinself, when | get on the road.

One of the first things that she taught himwere the spells to hold back the
need for sleep and rest and the drugs to reinforce them He'd been faniliar
already with the drugs—nost nercenaries were.

But this was only a beginning.

As with the body, there were exercises of the nmind and spirit, w thout which
| arge portions of w zardry woul d be inpossible to conprehend, even for those
born with its seeds within them Those exercises she also taught him in the
shadowy di mess of that long workroomwith its arcane charts, its age-wom
books, and its phials of poisons and philters—things that in a year, or two
years, or five years would come to fruition, if he neditated daily and
practiced and | earned the conplexities of mathematics and rmusic which were as
much a part of wi zardry as drugs and illusion. At one point, she stopped in
her teaching and regarded himacross the cluttered table, her |ong hands
resting tranquilly anmong the diagrans that strewed its waxed surface

"You are certainly the nopst cooperative student | have ever heard of," she
commented. "At this point, | was in .tears, arguing with ny master. | hated
t he mat hematics part."
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He grinned ruefully and pushed the | ank, sweat-danp strands of his hair back

fromhis stubbled face. "Mathematics has al ways been a cl osed book to nme," he
admtted. "1 know enough about trajectories to get a rock over a wall with a

catapult, but this..." He gestured in amazenent at the abstruse figures that
covered the yell owed parchnents. "1'm going to have to take a couple of hours
and nenorize it by rote, in the hopes that one day it will nmake sense to ne.

By the spirits of all ny drunken ancestors, it sure doesn't now "



She sat back, a wy expression on her craggy face. "For a warrior, you're
certainly peaceabl e about accepting things on faith."

"I accept that you know nore about it than | do," he told her. "In fact,
that's exactly what made teaching those wildcats of Sheera's so easy. To teach
men, | have to prove to themthat |'m capabl e of whipping the daylights out of

them-and | have to go on proving it. Wnen don't care." He shrugged. "That was
the nobst surprising thing about it. Wnen are a pleasure to teach the arts of
war . "

Her white teeth glinmered again in a snmle. "For the sake of your self-esteem
1 shall not pass that along to Sheera. But | tell you this also—t is a

pl easure to teach this..." The spare novenent of her hand took in not only the
charts but the whole of the long room the gold gleam of the book bindings in
t he brown shadows, the jungles of hanging plants, and the skel etal shapes of
the instruments that read the stars. " .to a mnd that has al ready grasped

t he concept of discipline. That is what | mnyself found hardest to learn."

It was the discipline of a warrior that carried himthrough that night. Toward
nor ni ng, he snatched an hour or so of sleep, abovestairs, in the little

whi t ewashed attic where Yirth had cared for so many exhausted not hers, but

rest eluded him Wen the witch descended the stairs to her workroom at dawn,
she found himalready up and dressed in the shabby, brown snock of Sheera's
gardener, as still as stone over the mathematical exercises, menorizing their

i nconpr ehensi bl e patterns.

Sheera cane after sundown that evening. He could tell by the way she spoke to
hi mt hat she had heard what had happened to him when she thought he was not
| ooki ng, he caught the glinpse of something in her eyes that was al nost fear

"Altiokis left for the Citadel this norning," she reported, settling wearily
onto the carved X of a folding chair in Yirth's |l ong study. She rubbed her
eyes in a way that told the WlIf
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that she had had hardly nore sleep than he. He hinself had dozed a little in
the afternoon, but always the pressure was nagging at his m nd—that he nust

| earn, nust absorb all that he could, before he left this stem and
clear-hearted teacher. Yirth had spoken to himof what her own master
Chilisirdin had told her many years ago, and he knew that it night take years
of searching before he could find another wi zard with even Yirth's linited
education to continue his training. And in those years, Altiokis would be
searching for him

"According to Drypettis, the Dark Eagle has orders to remain with the troops
here in Mandrigyn and hunt for you. The gates of the city are doubl e-guarded.
There are far too many for a couple of girls and a phial of |audanumto
account for."

"Il get out," Sun WIf said.

Yirth rai sed one of her straight brows. "Illusion is a thing that cones only
with long study,"” she said. "This nonvisibility I cannot do—+ nust |ook |ike
someone, not no one. You can elude the guards, if you nmove quietly and keep
fromdrawi ng attention to yourself. Once nen see you, you cannot vanish. But
get through | ocked gates you cannot, w thout calling down their eyes upon
you. "



"I'"ll leave at dawn, when they unlock the |and gates."

"There'll be a horse waiting for you in the first woods," Sheera said. "There

will be gold in the saddl ebags..."

"Ten thousand pieces?" Sun Wolf inquired, with mld curiosity, and saw Sheera
flush. "I'1l let you owe ne," he tenporized with a smle

She hesitated, then rose fromher chair and went around the end of the table
to lay her hands on his broad shoul ders. "Captain, | want to say thank
you—and, |I'msorry."

He grinned up at her. "Sheera, it has been far from pl easurable to know you;
but, like dying in the pit, it's something 1 think I'mglad | did. Take care
of ny ladies for nme."

"I will." Behind the graveness in those brown eyes, he could read the sane
gri m purpose that he had seen four nonths ago in his tent below the walls of
Mel plith. But the wildness in them had been tenpered by experience and by the
know edge of her own limtations. She bent gravely, to touch her lips to his.

"Makes ne sorry | never bothered to seduce you," he nurnured and was pl eased
to see her bristle with her old rage. "Wen are you going to hit the m nes?"

"Two weeks," she replied, swallow ng her angry words at
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himwith difficulty. "W'll send word to Lady Winshardin to start an
insurrection in the Thanel ands, and draw Altiokis out of his G tadel that way.

By then, Yirth will have had time to go through the Geat Trial herself and to
recover fromit. Tarrin..."

"You know, I'Il always be sorry | never nmet Tarrin," Sun Wl f nused.
Sheera was touched. "He woul d have been honored ..." she began
"It isn't that. It's just that i've heard so much about his perfection, |I'm

curious to see if he really is seven feet tall and glows in the dark."

"You— she flared, and he caught her drawn-back fist, |aughing, and kissed her
once agai n.

"I wish the poor bastard joy with you." He grinned. "Be careful, Sheera."

There was fog the next norning. It had begun to creep in fromthe sea during
the night; the Wil f had seen Yirth sitting alone in the shadows of her study,
surrounded by her herbs and her charts of the sky, stirring at the surface of
the water in her ancient pottery bow, watching as the liquid within grew gray
and cl ouded. He had not bi dden hergood-by, not wanting to break her
concentration and knowi ng that she woul d under st and.

The CGol den Gate | oonmed before himthrough the slaty darkness, like the
bristling back of a sleeping dragon. Sun WIf noved quietly from shadow to
shadow, hearing and feeling around himthe faint noises of the awakening city,
wary as an ani mal going down to drink. Distantly, the | apping of the canals
cane to his ears and the far-off mewing of the gulls in the harbor



He wondered if he would ever see any of these people again.

It was not sonething that had ever troubled himbefore; in twenty years, he
had left so many cities behind! He wondered whether this was an effect of
Starhawk's influence on himor sinply that he was forty now i nstead of twenty;
or because he was a solitary fugitive, with no idea of where he woul d go.
Three days ago, fromthis street, he'd been able to | ook beyond the walls to
the dark crags of the Tchard Mountains; they were hidden now in fog, and the
Wzard King was within them |f Sheera's plan succeeded, he would be able to
return to Mandrigyn eventually. If it did not—f she and her Tarrin mnet
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def eat and deat h—he woul d be hounded by Altiokis to the ends of the earth.
They woul d need a wizard on their side to emerge victorious.

Yirth's face returned to him and the fear in her eyes as she'd said, "I saw
you when they brought you up out of the pit." She had to want her power very
badly, if she proved willing to seek it in the racking of her body and the
lightless pits of her mind. He did not doubl that she would do it, but he
under st ood her fears.

Wuld I go through that voluntarily, if | knew?
He didn't know
Li ke a ghost, he drifted into the | oom ng shadows of the turreted gates.

There were sol diers everywhere, and the gold of the torchlight within the
passage under the overspanni ng gat ehouse flashed on polished nail and | eather
The great gates were stili shut, barred, bolted, and studded with iron. A
group of the Dark Eagle's nercenaries loitered around the wi nch that would
raise the portcullis; others were dicing in an archway opposite, their

gl eam ng steel breastplates catching the red firelight, silhouetting them
agai nst the inpenetrabl e dark beyond.

Sun Wl f nelted hinmself back into the shadows of another of the numerous
arches that supported the gatehouse overhead and waited. It wouldn't be |ong.
Al ready he could hear the market carts assenbling on the other side of the
gates, bringing in produce fromthe countryside. It would be easy enough to
drift out in the confusion.

And yet... The menmory returned to himof the fight in the street, when the
Dark Eagi e had taken him and of the illusion that had broken his
concentration. In the heat of battle it took very little to break a defensive
line; and once an arny began to flee in panic, there was little hope of its
rallying. Was that how Altiokis had defeated them up at Iron Pass?

Wul d Sheera be able to handle that, even with Yirth at her side? She had the
courage of a lioness, but she was inexperienced—as inexperienced as Yirth
woul d be against Altiokis' greater magic.

The red-haired slave boy in the prison cane back to his thoughts, and the
obscene thing that had raped the boy's m nd. Wat of that?

It was Altiokis' doing that Sun Wl f would have to search the earth for
someone to teach himto handl e the powers he
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had. |If the wonen net defeat in the mnes and the Citadel, it was Altiokis who
woul d pursue him

Beside their bonfire, one of the soldiers cracked a rude joke and got a
general laugh. Qutside the gates, farnmers' voices could be heard. The gray
msts in the wide street behind were paling. He thought of Starhawk, hunting
for himsomewhere, thought of telling her that he was a warrior and her
captain no longer, but that he was a fugitive, neither w zard nor warrior
dooned to wander.

He thought again of Altiokis.
Very softly, he turned and started back toward the streets of the town.

Like the flare of a far-off explosion, anber |light sprang into viewin the
darkness of a pillared arch. Curiously hard-edged, a glint of light fell like
a round hand fromthere onto his shoulder, and the Dark Eagle's voice said,
"Good norning, ny barbarian."

The chief of Altiokis' mercenaries materialized fromthe shadows. |In one hand
he held a sword; in the other, a mrror

A faint, steely rattle sounded and nen stepped from behind pillars, from
around the turrets and gargoyl es, and fromthe black pockets of shadow behi nd
the colums of the gatehouse stair. Flattened back into a niche, Sun Wl f
found hinmself facing a battery of arrows, the bows straining at full draw. He
et his sword hand fall enpty to-his side.

"No, no, by all means, draw your weapon," the Eagle eluded. "You can throw it
here at ny feet." Wien Sun Wl f did not nove, he added, "Wen you' ve | ost

enough bl ood to pass out, we can always take it fromyou, | suppose. My lord
Altiokis wiil not be pleased to receive you in a danaged conditi on—but
bel i eve ne, ny barbarian, he will receive you alive."

The bl ade clattered on the stone pavenent. The Dark Eagl e snapped his fingers,
and a man ran warily out to fetch it.

The nercenary captain flashed the mrror in the torchlight, his eyes glinting
pal e and bright under the dark metal of his helnmet. "W were warned you'd
grown trickier. You can fool the eyes of a man, ny friend, but not a piece of
gl ass. Hold your arns out to the sides, shoulder-high. If you touch the nen
who are going to put the bracelets on you, you may find yourself conducting
your interviewwth my lord Altiokis froma stretcher on the floor. So."

"Who told you |I'd be here?" Sun WIf asked quietly as the irons were | ocked to
his wists. He shivered at their touch—
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there were spells forged into the metal of the bracelets and into the five
feet of chain that joined them

The Dark Eagle | aughed. "My dear Wl f—your secret is how you' ve acquired your
wi zard tricks, mne is how we | earned where and when you woul d make your
break. Ask your precious ancestors about it. You'll be seeing them soon, but
not, | daresay, soon enough."



CHAPTER
" TARHAVK HEARD THE HOOFBEATS OF THE CAVALCADE LONG

before they energed fromthe gray msts. She was in the open country of
stubble fields, not far fromthe walls of Mandrigyn; there was but little
cover beyond the fog itself. Still, they sounded to be in a hurry.

She scrambl ed down the dead and matted vines of the roadside ditch and curled
hersel f half under a tangle of gray and web-spun ivy just above the brim of
the ice-cold water. Yesterday the water in the ditches had been scumed with
ice and every leaf rinmed with a white powder of frost, but the weather seened
to have turned. In a few nore weeks it would be spring.

Pebbl es thrown fromthe hooves of the horses clattered around her. She heard
the brisk jingling of mail and the rattle of weapons and trappings. She
estimated the force to be a | argi sh squadron, between fifteen and twenty
riders. Yesterday at the crossroads, where the wide trade road fromthe Bight
Coast joined the Mandrigyn Road up to the Iron Pass, she'd found the

unm st akabl e spoor of a huge force going fromthe Ctade! to the city and the
mar ks, not many hours old, of a smaller force returning. Yet this road was

al so marked with cart traffic, farnmers taking vegetables to town, so at | east
t he place wasn't under siege.

Starhawk lay with her head down under the wiry thicket of the vines, listening
to the riders pass, and wondered what she would do when she reached Mandri gyn.

Seek out Sun Wl f? He had said he was dying.
Seek out Sheera Gal ernas?
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May his ancestors help the poor bastard. Sun Wl f had said, who falls afoul of
her .

The nmenory of the vision came back, the aching confusion of msery and despair
and a weird, deep-seated peace. She had been right in her love for him right
to seek him as, at the end, dying, he had sought her. But she had been too

| ate—after nmonths of journeying, she had m ssed himby | ess than a week.

And now he was dead.

She remenbered his face, pain-ravaged and exhausted, and how warmthe bl ood on
hi s hands had been in contrast with the col dness of his flesh. Wat had
happened to himin Man-drigyn?

Had Al ti okis done that to hinf
He said that he | oved ne.

She had tried to hate Fawnie for delaying her, but it had not been Fawn's
fault. Al she had done was what the Hawk herself had done—sought for the nman
she I oved. That she had been injured doing so was only due to the difference
in their training; that she had found another sort of happi ness altogether was
somet hing that the Hawk could not pretend couldn't just as easily have



happened to hersel f.
None of it changed the fact that she had been too |ate.

Anyog had lived for three days after the night of her vision, sinking
gradual ly into deeper and deeper delirium At first he had raved about the
Hol e, about Altiokis, about the spirit that dwelt in that sunless gap between
wor | ds. Between tending himand hunting in the woods, she had had little tine
for other thought, or to wonder why she wanted to make this final conclusion
to her quest.

When Anyog had di ed, she had buried himin the birch grove at the bottom of
the valley, with tools she had found in the cell of the chapel's forner
guardi an. \Wet her because of the old man's |l ove for her, or because Sun Wl f's
deat h had broken sone last wall of resistance within her soul —er sinply
because, she thought wi thout bitterness, she had, after all, grown soft-she
had wept over Anyog's grave and had been unashamed of her tears. Tears m ght
be a waste of tinme, she had thought, but she now had time; and the tears had
been a nmedicine to her chilled soul

The hoofbeats faded into the distance. Starhawk got to her feet, brushing the
danp ivy from her buckskin breeches and fromthe quilted sl eeves of her
much- st ai ned black coat. It only
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remai ned for her to make her way to Mandrigyn and seek out Sheera Gal emas, to
ask her why and particularly how she had been able to carry off a full-grown
and presumably protesting captain of mercenari es—and what had becone of him

The wonman in the marketplace from whom she asked directions | ooked askance at
Starhawk's sword belt and brass-buckl ed doubl et, but directed her w thout
comment to the house of Sheera Galemms. It stood upon its own island, |ike so
many of the great townhouses of that checkerboard city; fromthe nmouth of the
narrow street that debouched into the canal just opposite it, Starhawk studied
its inlaid marble facade. Carved lattices of interlocking stone quatrefoils
shaded the canal front arcades; red and purple silk banners, their bullion
enbroi dery gleanming wanly with the lifting of the norning's white nist, made
stripes of brilliant col or against the black and white stark-ness of the
stone. Two gondol as were already noored at the foot of the black narble
steps—a curious thing, the Hawk thought, at so early an hour

She foll owed the narrow wooden catwal k that forned a footpath for a few dozen
yards above the waters at the edge of the canal, crossing eventually by a

m ni ature canel back bridge that led into the naze of alleys on the next islet.
It was difficult to maintain any kind of sense of direction here, for the high
wal I s of that crowded district cut her off fromany glinpse of the roofline of
Sheera's house; but by dint of nuch backtracking over tiny bridges and through
the twisting streets, she was eventually able to circle the grounds. Fromthe
catwal k al ong the wall of the nearby church-owned public |aundry, she could

| ook down into the grounds thenmsel ves and guessed” that, with so nmuch waste
space, Sheera Gal emas nust be rich indeed. Behind the house stretched

el aborately | aid-out gardens, fallow and waiting for the rains to end, a big,
boar ded-up orangery and a string of new, gl ass-roofed succession houses, and a
stabl e court and what | ooked |ike a pleasure pavilion or a bathhouse, brave
with pillars of colored porphyry.

It occurred to Starhawk that there were an unnatural nunmber of entrances to



t hose grounds.

She glinpsed nmovenent in an alleyway on an adjacent island and pressed herself
back agai nst the uneven brick of the laundry's high wall. A stealthy figure
descended the few steps that led fromthe alley's nouth to the opaque green
waters of the canal and glanced quickly to the right and left. From where
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she stood on the catwal k above, Starhawk could see the woman—for it was a
worman, wapped in a dark cloak—go to the cellar door of the | ast house on the
alley and fromit produce a plank, which she laid across the canal to a

di sused-1 ooki ng postern door in Sheera's back wall. In spite of the postern's
di | api dat ed appearance, it did not seemto be | ocked, nor, the Hawk noti ced,
did the hinges creak. The wonman crossed, pulled the plank after her, and shut
t he door.

Curious, Starhawk swung down the rickety flight of steps and wound her way
t hrough the alleys to where the woman had been. The cellar door wasn't | ocked;
in the nmuddy-fl oored roomlay quite a few pl anks.

Intrigued, Starhawk returned to the mouth of the alley. It |ed straight down
into the dirty canal water, about two feet below The stones of the alley were
uneven, slimy and offensive with noss; she guessed this was the nei ghborhood
dunpi ng ground for chamber pots. Leaning around the corner of the tall house
besi de her, she could see the backs of all the houses along the curve of the
canal ; wonen were | aying out bedding over the rails of makeshift bal conies to
air, and someone was dunpi ng a pan of dishwater froma kitchen doorstep
directly into the nmurk a few feet below. A couple of the houses had little
turrets, with long green snmears of nmoss on the walls bel ow themto announce
their function.

A qui et place, altogether, she thought, glancing back at the deep-set little
door in the wall. It wasn't the regular kitchen entrance—that was visible down
at the far end of the wall, a double door and a kind of little step for

del i verymen unl oadi ng from gondol as.

The Hawk had anot her careful |ook around, then fetched a plank fromthe
cellar, as she had seen the furtive woman do. It just reached fromthe
paverment to the doorsill; Starhawk realized that all these planks had been cut
to the sane I ength. She drew her sword, |ook a final |ook around, and slipped
acr oss.

The postern was unl ocked. It opened directly onto a thicket of |aurel bushes,
whi ch masked it fromthe main house. There was no one in sight.

Starhawk pulled in her plank and added it to the three that already |ay
conceal ed under the laurels. The ground here was tranpled and grassless. As
Ari woul d say, sonebody had nore up the sleeve than the arm

Wl |, of course Sheera was involved in a cause—aeani ng
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a conspiracy. But whether she'd been able to involve Sun WIf init...



The Hawk nopved soundl essly around the edge of the laurel thicket and stopped,
startled by what she saw.

The gardens were enpty, the brown, formal hedges marching in el aborate
patterns away toward the distant terrace of the main house. But here someone
had quite recently half built, half excavated, a pocket-sized wilderness in
one coner of those formal beds, the rocks settled Iike the bones of the

sl eeping earth, waiting for their attendant vegetation

Sun Wl f had |aid out those rocks.

She knew it, recognized his style in the shaping of them the lie of the
colored fissure in the granite, and the latent tension between | arge shapes
and small. How she knew it she was not sure—the aesthetics of rock gardening
was a subject she knew only through hi mbut she was as certain of it as those
who could | ook upon a painting or hear a tune and say "This was created by

t hat person.”

The warrior in her remarked, He was here, then, while sonme other part of her
t hrobbed with a deep and unexpected ache, as if she had found his glove or his
dagger.

And then, an instant later, an absurd throught crossed her mnd: / knew good
gardeners were hard to find, but this...

She knew fromworking with himon the one at Wynde that rock gardens |ike
this were the work of days, sometines weeks.

Steam billowed fromthe |aundry quarters at the back of the house, drifting

across the brown beds of the gardens. Voices cane to her, |ike distant bird
song.
A high, twittering voice insisted, "lI've told you, he's learned all he wants

to know There's no danger! He's |ooking for nmen, and | ooking in the
Thanel ands ..."

Among the bare white stens of the ornanental birch, Star-hawk saw two people
descending the terrace steps—a bl ack-haired woman in purple and sables, with
anet hysts snagged in the dark curls that lay scattered across her shoul ders,
and a small, curiously childish shape pattering at her side, rattling with

i ncongruous masses of heavy, jingling jewels, a king's ransomin bad taste.
The dark-haired woman she recogni zed at once as Sheera Gal enss.

"We don't know that," Sheera said.

The smal l er wonman said, "We do! | do. | heard themtalk
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of it. Altiokis has no interest in questioning him And Tarrin says—
"Tarrin doesn't know the situation here."

The little worman | ooked shocked. "But he does! You've kept himinforned..."

"For CGod's sake, Dru, that isn't the sane as being here!"



The wonen passed t hrough the door of the orangery. As it shut behind them
Starhawk glinpsed other forms noving about inside.

Who, she wondered, had Altiokis taken for questioning—or not for questioning,
as the case m ght be? The hoof beats of the passing caval cade returned to her
with new nmeaning. Greatly interested, she slipped cautiously across the open
space that separated her fromthe orangery and glided along its wall until she
found an open wi ndow that let into a sort of potting shed built out of one
wail. It was enpty. She found it a sinple matter to force the catch with her
dagger and clinmb in unheard. The wonen in the main, boarded-up section of the
buil ding were talking far too intently to hear the small sounds of her feet.

Sun Wl f had been here. Looking about her in the gloom she was virtually
certain of it. He had been here and had worked here. She knew the way he
habitually | aid out things at his workshop back in Wynde too well to think
t hat anot her could have his sane order of putting up those nysterious little
medi ci nes to succor ailing plants.

But —+t made absolutely no sense. Holy Mdther, had Sheera really kidnapped him
to do her gardeni ng? And why—and how, for that matter?-had he appeared to
Starhawk in a dream and how and why had he di ed? Her hand tightened over the
worn hilt of her dagger. That, ai |east, Sheera Galernas will tell ne. And if
it was her doing..

St ar hawk st opped. She had far too nuch experience with the motivations of
sudden death to make an unequi vocal threat, even in the privacy of her nind
It was perfectly possible that Sun Wl f had asked for the fate he got—and in
fact, knowing the Wl f as she did, nore than |ikely.

She pressed her ear to the door.

A confusion of voices cane to her, the high, strident twitter of the little
worman call ed Dru, insisting over and over again that they were safe. Starhawk
found a knothole in the door just as a tiny, golden-haired | ady snapped

i npatiently, "Ch, button it, Dru!"

Dru swung around, blazing with self-righteous wath. "You
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dare speak that way to ne— she began furiously. Then she caught Sheera's
di sapprovi ng eye and rel apsed into red-faced and stifled sil ence.

Sheera said to anot her worman, "Wat about it. Anber Eyes?"

St arhawk had noticed her before, a slender girl of about Fawn's age, standing
al nrost shyly in the circle of her big, dark-eyed friend's arm But the noment
she spoke, the Hawk realized that the hel pl ess shyness was only an
illusion—she was clearly the stronger of the partners.

She said, "It's true we don't know where Tarrin and the other |eaders are
wor ki ng today. But Cobra and Crazyred have both been all over the mines, as |
have, and we've all made maps. W can get you to the arnories, to the passages
up to the Quter Citadel, and to the storeroons where they keep the blasting
powder. There's enough bl asting powder to destroy half the Ctadel, if it
could be placed. It doesn't need magic to be ignited, just a slow nmatch."

"What if he's tal ked already?" her friend demanded worriedly. "Altiokis mght



qguestion himup at the Citadel fromwhat Dru told us, it's in the wizard's
power to put himto what no man could stand. They could be lying in wait for
us when we get there."

"I tell you— Dru began in her high, hissing voice.

Then fromthe dark doorway of the potting room Starhawk spoke. "If that's the
case, you'd better chance it and strike now "

Al eyes swiveled to her. The wonen were shocked into silence as she stepped
forth fromthe shadows. To do themcredit, they weren't frozen with

ast oni shment —+hree of them were already nmoving to flank her as she energed.
Sheera Gal -emas was frowning at her, trying to place her, know ng they had mnet
bef ore.

St arhawk went on. "Waiting won't buy you anything if your friend breaks."
"We could get out of the city— soneone began

Athin little woman in the dark robes of a nun asked, "Do you really believe
Al'tiokis would not hound us over the face of the eaith, once he knew who we

wer e?"

St arhawk rested her hands on the buckle of her sword belt and surveyed the

group quietly. "It isn't any of my affair, of course," she said, surprised at
how easily she fell back into her habit of command, then accepting the way
they listened to her, somehow knowi ng her for a commander. "I'monly here
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to speak to Sheera Galernas."” Fromthe tail of her eye, she saw Sheera startle
as the nenory returned. "But if your friend was the one who passed nme under
escort this norning, |1'd say strike, if you think he has any kind of strength
to hold out against questioning."

The little blonde murmured, "He has the strength."

"They won't reach the Citadel until after noon," the Hawk continued. "Tha
gi ves you maybe an hour or two hours to ganbl e on whatever you plan to do. It
al |l depends on how tough you think your friend is."

She saw their eyes, exchangi ng gl ances, questioning. As a rule, she had found
that women vastly overestimated a man's stam na against torture, as nen
underestimated wonen's. That seened to be the case here—none of them appeared
to be in nuch doubt, except Sheera herself. To her, Starhawk said, "I won't
trouble you now, if you're going into battle. But there's sonething you owe ne
to speak of when you're done."

Sheera's eyes met hers, and she nodded, understanding. But a taller woman,
harsh-faced and ugly, who had stood in the shadows, spoke up. "He said there
woul d be a woman conming to seek him" The voice was as | ow and soft as a
rosewood flute, the green eyes like sea-light in the dimess. "You are she?"
There was no need to ask who "he" was. Starhawk said, "I am"

"And your name?"

" St ar hawk. "



There was a pause. "He has spoken of you," the beautiful voice said. "You are
wel cone. | amYirth." She came forward and held out |ong slender hands. "He
told me to tell you what became of him"

"I know what becane of him" Starhawk replied grimy. On all sides of them

t he wonen wat ched silently, amazed both at her presence and at the fact that
this dark, |anky woman seenmed to have expected her. To them the exchange
between Yirth and Starhawk must be cryptic, half intelligible; but none asked
for an explanation. The tension in the roomwas too electric; they feared to
break it.

Starhawk said, "I know that he died. Wat | want to know is how and why."
"No," Yirth said quietly. "He did not die. He is a wizard now. "

Shock | eft Starhawk speechless. She could only stare at
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Yirth in blank astoni shnent, scarcely aware that her surprise was shared by
all but a very few of the other wonen in the room

Yirth added, "And he is Altiokisl prisoner."

"And | don't think there is any question," Sheera put in, her voice suddenly
hard and cutting as a sword blade, "that Altiokis' nercenaries knew where to
| ook for him"

She swung around, her eyes going fromface to face—browned faces, darkened
from exposure, sone of themw th the bruises of training hidden under
carefully applied cosnetics. There were pretty faces, faces plain or honely,
but none of them weak, none of themafraid. "Starhawk is right," she said
quietly. "W nust strike and strike now "

Drypettis caught her petaled sleeve. "Don't be a fool!" she cried. "Do you
know how many men there are in Ginmscarp now?"

"Fifteen hundred less," purred a red-haired woman in a prostitute's thin,
gaudy siiks, "than there were a week ago."

"And Altiokis!" the little woman squeaked.

"And Altiokis," Sheera echoed. She turned back to Yirth, who still stood at
Starhawk's side. "Can you do it, Yirth? Can you fight hin®"

Yirth shook her head. "I can lead you through illusion," she said, "and to
some degree protect you fromthe traps of magic that are set to guard the ways
to the Citadel fromthe mnes. But ny wi zardry is know edge w thout the G eat
Power, even as the captain's is Power without the know edge of how to use it.
W are equally hel pl ess before Altiokisl mght, though he is stronger than |
But as | see it, neither ! nor any of us has a choice, it is now or never,
prepared or unprepared.”

"Don't be fools!" Drypettis cried hysterically. "And you are fools, if you let
your sel ves be stampeded this way! Altiokis doesn't care about information. Al
he wants is Sun Wl f's death! | know+ overheard Stirk and the mercenary
captain speak of it! If we rush in now, before Yirth has a chance to gain the



power she needs, before we can coordinate with Tarrin, we will cast away
everyt hing!"

"And if we wait," Glden |lashed, "Sun WIlf is going to die."

"He would have let the ot of us diel" Drypettis retorted, her face suddenly
mottled with red bl otches of rage. "Even those of you he made his sluts!"”

G lden's hand came up to strike her; but with a curiously
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practiced neatness, an equally tiny |lady standing behind G I|den caught her
wrist before she could deliver the blow Drypettis stood before her trenbling,
her face white now but for the spots of color that stood out |ike rouge on her
del i cat e cheekbones.

In a cold voice, Sheera said, "He was brought here against his will, Dru. And
as for the rest, that is hardly your affair."

The little woman whirled on her in a hurricane of jangling nmetal and tangl ed
veils. "It is ny affair!” she cried, her brown eyes blazing with shame and
rage. "It is exactly ny affair! Howis the good and the decent in this city to
triunph, if it debases itself to the level of its enemes to defeat then? How
are we to face the men whomwe wish to free, if we make trollops of ourselves
to free then? That is precisely what this captain of ours has done. He has
debased us all. Debased us? Seduced us into debasing ourselves, rather, wth
this lure of success at any cost! We should have suffered the evils that
befell us and learned to work around them before we turned ourselves into
coarse and dirty soldiers like this—+this— Her jerking hand waved violently
toward the startled and silent Starhawk. "—this canp foll ower of his!"

Her tone changed, becane wheedling. "You are worthy of the Prince, Sheera,
worthy to wed the King of Mandrigyn and to be its Queen. And | woul d have
supported you in this, given everything to you for it—ay wealth and the honor
of the npbst ancient House in the city! | would have given you ny life, gladly.
But to have given these, only to see you turn them and the cause itself over
to such a man as that—+to transform an ideal of decency and self-sacrifice into
a base, athletic exercise in brute nuscle and sneaki ness—=

Sheera strode forward, caught the hysterical wonman's shoul ders in powerful
hands, and shook her with terrible violence. Al the ridiculous jewelry
jangl ed and rattled, catching in the sudden tunble of unravel ed brown hair.
She shook her until they were both breathless, her eyes burning with fury;
then she said, "You told them™

"I did it for your sake!" Drypettis screeched. "I have seen what one man's
i nfl uence can do—how far one nman's influence can defile everything that he
touches! You are worthy—=

"Be quiet," Sheera said softly. "And sit down."

Drypettis obeyed, staring up at her in silence, tears of fury pouring down her
round, red-stained cheeks. Watching their faces, Starhawk was consci ous of
that curiously concentrated quality to Drypettisl gaze, as if Sheera and
Sheera al one had
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any reality for her, as if she were literally unaware that she had enacted a
| overs' quarrel in the presence of sone fifty other people. For her, they did
not exist. Only Sheera exi sted—perhaps only Sheera ever had.

Very slowy and quietly, Sheera said, "Drypettis, | don't know whether or not
you ever wanted yourself to be queen of Mndrigyn, rather than nme, as the

anci ent |ineage of your House mght qualify you to be. | never questioned your
loyalty to nme, or your loyalty to ny cause."

"I was never disloyal to you," Drypettis whispered in a thin voice, like the
sound of a crack running through glass. "It was all for you—+to purge the cause
of the evil in it that could destroy it and you. To make it pure again, as it
was before that barbarian came.”

"Or to get rid of a man of whom you were jeal ous?" Sheera's hands tightened
over the slender shoulders. "A nman who took it away from bei ng your cause,
operated by your noney and your influence, and threw it open to all who were
willing to fight for it, no matter how rough their origins, how crass their
notives, or how inelegant and dirty their nethods m ght be? A man who changed
t he whol e gane from sonet hi ng that was bought to sonething that was done? A
man who put commoners on the same level with yourself? Wo treated you like a
potential soldier instead of a lady? Is that why?" she asked, her voice | ow
and harsh. "Or do you even know?"

Drypettis' face seened to soften and nelt like wax with grief, the exquisite
brown eyes growi ng huge in the puckering flesh. Then she crunpl ed forward, her
face buried in her hands, sobbing bitterly. The faint, silvery light fromthe
hi gh wi ndows danced |i ke expensive glitter over the incongruous riot of
ornanents strewn through her hair. "He has done this to you," she keened. "He
has made you tike him thinking only of victory, no matter how di shonorabl e
you becone in the process."

Sheera straightened up, her nouth and nostrils white, as if with sickness.
"Defeat will only nmake us dead," she said, "not honorable. I will never say
anyt hi ng to anyone about what has happened here, and no one else in this room
ever will, either; not even to one another. That's not an order," she added,

| ooki ng about her at the stunned, silent circle of wonen. "That's a request,
froma friend, that | hope you will honor." She turned back to the bowed form
of Drypettis, now rocking back and forth in the straight-backed chair where
she herself had
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sat, during that first nmeeting in the orangery, the night Sun Wl f had cone to
Mandrigyn. "I will never speak of this," she repeated, "but | do not ever want
to see you again."

Her face still hidden in her hands, Drypettis got slowy to her feet. The
worren made way for her as she stumbled fromthe roony through the orangery
door, they could see the colors of her clothes, a gaudy fluttering of

whal ebone and panniers, veils and jewels, against the |liver-colored earth of
t he garden, until she vanished into the shadows of the house.

Sheera watched, her face white and tears glittering |ike beads of glass upon
her wi nd-burned cheeks; the grief in her eyes was |like that on the face of
Drypettis, the grief of one who had | ost a close friend. At her sides, her
swor d- brui sed hands were cl enched, the knuckles white under the brown of the
ski n.



Not what she needed, Starhawk thought dryly, with her first battle before her
and if for nothing el se, she cursed the wonan for that selfishness.

That was first; and then the anger came—anger at the petty jeal ousy of
Drypettis, at her own slow realization that the nan whose capabilities to
resist torture they had been speaking of was, in fact, the Wl f hinmself, stil
alive—but in horrible danger. She had missed himby hours. He had passed
within a dozen feet of her as she lay hiding in the roadside ditch, the stones
of his horse's hooves showering her with pebbles..

He was alive! \Watever el se had happened to him would happen to him he was
alive now, and that know edge went through her like a living heat, kindling
both bl ood and spirit.

But, with her customary calm she turned to the worman besi de her, the wonman
who still gazed, with her jaw set, out into the nowenpty garden, grief and
the bitterness of betrayal marked onto her face like a carel ess thunbprint on
cooling bronze. A sister in the fell owship of arns.

The wonen around them were silent, not know ng what to say or how to speak of
t hat betrayal .

It was Starhawk who broke the silence, her natural habit of command | aying the
course for all the others to follow Sheera's grief was her own; Starhawk
under st ood, and was the first of themnot to speak of it. She laid a hand on
the woman's shoul der and asked in her nost businesslike voice, "How soon can
your | adies be ready to march?"

CHAPTER
I ’

F WHAT LADY WRI NSHARDI N HAD SAI D WAS TRUE-AND SUN Wbl f coul d think of no
reason for her to have |lied—+the fortress of the Thanes of Ginscarp had once
stood at the base of that rocky and forbiddi ng knee of stone which thrust out
of the nountain above the Iron Pass. The siegecraft that had been bred into
hi s bones picked out the place, even as the Dark Eagle and his men took him
past it—a weed-grown rubble of stones, just past where the road divided. There
was no signpost at the fork, but Amber Eyes and her girls had told himthat
the right-hand way went up to the southward entrances of the m nes bel ow the
Citadel, then wound around the base of the nountain to the main, western
entrances above Altiokis' adm nistrative center at Racken Scrag; the left-hand
way twi sted up the rock face, toward the Citadel itself.

Weary fromtwo days with little sleep and fromhalf a day's hard ride up the
rocky lIron Pass, his wists chafed and raw fromthe weight of sone thirty
pounds of iron chain, Sun Wbl f | ooked up through the nurk of |owlying cloud
at the Citadel, where the Wzard King awaited him and wondered why anyone in
his right m nd would have nade the place the center of his realm

There was the | egend Lady Winshardi n had quoted about the stone hut that
Altiokis had raised in a single night—the stone hut that was supposed to be
still standing, the buried nucleus of the Citadel's inner core. But why
Al'tiokis had chosen to do so nade no sense to the WIf, unless, as he had
begun to suspect, the Wzard King were mad. Perhaps he had built
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the Citadel in such an inpossible, inaccessible place sinply to show that he
could. Perhaps he had put it here so that no city could grow up around his
wal I s; Racken Scrag perforce lay on the other side of the nountain.

The Gods knew, the place was defensible enough. The inpossible road was

over| ooked at every turning by overhanging cliffs; if Yirth were right about

Al tiokis' powers of far-seeing, he would be able to detect any force com ng up
that road, long before it got within sight of the Ctadel, and bury it under
aval anches of stone or |andslides of burning wood. But when they reached the
narrow, rocky valley before the Citadel's main gate. Sun Wl f understood why
it was cheaper and sinpler to haul the food for the |egions up through the
mnes, for here Altiokisl fears had excell ed thensel ves.

Most of the works in the valley were new. Sun Wl f judged; with the expansion
of his enmpire, the Wzard King had evidently grown nore and nore uneasy. The
Citadel of Gimscarp had originally been buiit between the cliff edge that

| ooked northward over the wastes of the Tchard Muntains and a great spur or
rock that cut it off fromthe rest of the Scarp on which it stood; its main
entrance had tunnel ed straight through this unscal abl e knee of rock. Now the
floor of the valley below the gate had been cut with giant pits, like a series
of dry npats; slave gangs were stiil at work carving out the nearer ones as
the Dark Eagle and his party energed from between the dark watchtowers that
overhung the little pass into the vale. Wile they paused to breathe the
horses after the clinb. Sun WIf could see that the rock and earth within
these |l ong noats were charred. If an eneny managed to bridge them—+f any eneny
could get bridges up that w nding road—the ditches could be floored with sone
fl ammabl e substance and ignited at a distance by the magic of the Wzard King.

They were bridged now by drawbri dges of wood and stone, things that could
easily be torn down or destroyed. The bridges did not lie in a direct line
with the gate, which was cut directly into the cliff face at the other side,
wi thout turrets or outworks. The Wbl f knew instinctively that it was the kind
of gate that could be concealed with illusion; if Altiokis willed it,
travelers to that Citadel would see nothing but the stark and treel ess gray
rock of the Scarp as they reached the head of the road.

He was comi ng to understand how a man such as the Wzard King had built his
enpire, between unlimted wealth and ani mal cunni ng, between hired strength
and the dark webs of his power.
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The nmen who held the reins of Sun Wolf's horse I ed himon, down the sl ope
toward the bridges and the iron-toothed, forbidding gate. The hooves of the
horses echoed weirdly in the smooth stone of the tunnel walls. Guards in black
arnor held up snoky torches to | ook at them The Dark Eagle repeated passwords
with a faint air of inpatience and | ed them onward. The tunnel itself reeked
with evil; its stone walls seened to drip horror. The air there was fraught
with latent magic that could be turned into illusions of unspeakable fear.
Great gates led into wi de, downward-sl oping ways, the lines of torches al ong
the walls fading into blackness at the end. The warm breath that rose from

t hese tunnel s stank of nuddy rock, of illusion, and of the glittering,

nanel ess magic of utter dread. It was as if Altiokis' power had been spread

t hroughout his Citadel, as if his mnd pernmeated the tunnels, the darkness,
and the stone.

Sun Wbl f whi spered, al nost unaware that he spoke al oud, "How can he spread
hi msel f so thin?"



The Dark Eagle's head snapped around. "What ?"

There were no words to express it to someone not nageborn; it was a concept
i npossible to describe. The closest the Wl f could cone to it was to say, "His
spirit is everywhere here."

VWhite teeth flashed in the gloom "Ah. You've felt that, have you?"

The Wl f could see that the nercenary captain thought that he spoke in
admration, or in awe. He shook his head inpatiently. "It's everywhere, but it
isn'"t in hinmself. He's put part of his power in the rocks, in the air, in the
illusions at the bottom of the m ne shafts—but he has to keep it all up. He
has to hold it together sonehow, and—how can there be anything |l eft back at
the center of him the key of his being, to hold it wth?"

The Dark Eagle's snmile faded; that round, swarthy countenance grew thoughtful
in the darkness, the blue eyes seened very bright. "G lgath, Atiokis'
Conmander of the Citadel, has said that my | ord has been slippi ng—he's been
with Altiokis far longer than |I." H s voice was | ow, excluding even the nen
who rode about them "I never believed it until about two years ago—and what
you say nakes sense." He shrugged, and that wary look left his face. "But even
so, ny barbarian," he continued, as staves cane to take their horses, and they
passed through the courtyards of the heavily defended Quter Citadel
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"he has power enough to crush his enenmies to dust—and noney enough to pay his
friends."

O her guards surrounded them men and a few wonmen in the bright panoplies of
the nercenary troops. They were escorted through the courts and gat eways of
the Quter Citadel, up to the massive gatehouse that |ooned agai nst the sky,
guarding the way into the Inner Ctadel. The Dark Eagle strode now at Sun

Wl f's side, the chain mail of his shirt jingling, the gilded spike that
protruded through the dark, fluttering veils of his helmet crests flashing in
t he wan dayli ght.

"Wait until you cone into the Inner G tadel, if you think his power has
t hi nned. "

They entered the darkness of the gatehouse, two nmen hol ding the chain that
joined Sun Wlf's wists, the rest of the troop wal king with drawn swords
behind him Al the while the Wl f was concentrating, his mnd cal mand al ert
as in battle, waiting for his chance to escape and review ng the way down the
nount ai n.

Dayl i ght bl azed ahead. Like a huge nouth, a gate opened around them As they
stepped fromthe dense shadows, Sun Wl f saw that it led onto a kind of
causeway that spanned the Iong, stone-walled ditch separating the Quter
Citadel fromthe Inner. At the center, the causeway was broken by a railless
drawbridge. The pit itself crawl ed with nuuwa.

In spite of the day's cold, the carrion stink of themrose in a suffocating
wave. Hal fway across the drawbridge itself, the WIf stopped. Turning, he saw
that the Dark Eagle had his hand on his sword hilt. "Don't try it," the
nmercenary said quietly. "Believe nme, if | went over, | guarantee that you'd
go, too."



"Wuld it make that nuch difference?"

The Dark Eagl e cocked a sardonic eyebrow. "That depends on what you think your
chances of escaping fromthe Inner Citadel are."

Bel ow t hem the nuuwa had begun to gather, their grunting ulul atkns shattering
the air. Sun Wl f glanced at the nen hol ding his chain, then back at the
Eagle. He could see that the sheer wall of the Inner Citadel was broken by two
gates, one fairly close and one several hundred feet away, with steps |eading
down into the pit of the nuuwa, plus the heavily guarded gate on their own
level that let onto the causeway. There were gates into the pit fromthe Quter
Citadel as well. It was a good bet that those were all heavily barred.
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It was a ganble—+to die horribly now, or to risk an uglier fate against an
al nost nonexi stent chance of escape.

Conpared with this, he thought bitterly as he noved off again toward the

| oomi ng maw of the Inner Citadel's gates, the choice Sheera had given himon
t he ship appeared nmonunental in its opportunities. But he would not give up
when the chance remained to play for tine.

The nuuwa's screans followed them |ike derisive jeers.

"You'll be down there soon enough," the Dark Eagle remarked at his el bow
"It's a pity, for no one knows as well as | how fine a soldier you are, ny
barbarian. But | know that's what ny lord Wzard does with those who go
against him And after that thing gets through gnawi ng your brains out, you
won't much care about the accomvdations.”

Sun Wl f gl anced back at him "Wat is it?1' he asked, "Wat are those—those
fl ame-thi ngs? Does he create then®?"

The nercenary captain frowned, as if gauging the reasons for the question and
how much he would give away in his answer. Then he shook his head. "I don't
know. There's a—a darkness in the roomat the bottomof the G tadel, a cold.
They come out of that darkness; usually one or two, but sonmetimes in flocks.
O her times there'll be days, weeks, with nothing. He hinself won't go into
the room-2 think he fears them as much as anyone el se does. He can't conmand
them as he does the nuuwa."

"Can he conmand t he darkness they come fronP"

The Dark Eagle paused in his stride, those swoopi ng bl ack brows draw ng
t oget her beneath the crested helmet rim But all he said was, "You have
changed, ny barbarian, since we rode together in the East."

The bl ack doors of the Inner Citadel opened. Its shadows swal |l owed them

The dread of the place, the eerie terror that perneated the very air, struck
Sun WIf like a blowin the face as he crossed the threshold. Like a dog that
woul d not pass the door of a haunted room he stopped, his breath catching in
his lungs; the nmen dragged hi mthrough by the chain on his wists, but he
coutd see that their faces, too, were wet with sweat. Fear filled the shadowy
maze of tunnels and guardroonms on the lower level of the Citadel, as if a
speci es of gas had been spread upon the air; the nen who surrounded himwth a



hedge of drawn swords | ooked nervously about them as if they were not certain
in which direction the danger lay. Even the Dark Eagle's eyes
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But nmore than the fear, Sun WIf could feel the power there, cold and al nost
visible, like an iridescent fog. It seemed to cling to the very walls, as it
had pervaded the tunnel of the gate—a strength greater than that of Altiokis,
al | -pervasive and yet tangible. He felt that, if he only knew how, he could
have gathered it together in his hands.

They ascended a stair and passed through a guarded door. It shut behind them
and Sun Wl f | ooked around himin sudden, utter amazenent at the upper |evels
of the tower, the inner heart of the Ctadel of Atiokis, the dwelling place
of the greatest wi zard on the face of the earth.

Quite factually, Sun WIf said, "lI've seen better taste in whorehouses."

The Dark Eagl e | aughed, his teeth and eyes bright in his swarthy face. "But
not nore expensive materials, | daresay," he comented and flicked with a
fingernail the gold that sheathed the inner side of the great doors. "A house,
as nmy lord Wzard is fond of saying, fit for a man to live in."

Sun Wl f's eyes traveled slowy fromthe jewel ed garl ands that enbroidered the
ivory panels of the ceiling, down slender colums of pink porphyry and
pol i shed green mal achite twined with gol den serpents, to the tastel essly

por nogr aphi c statues in ebony, alabaster, and agate that stood between them

G lding was spread like butter over everything; the air was larded with the
scent of patchouli and roses.

"A man, maybe," he said slowy, realizing it was only a gross exaggeration of
t he kind of opul ence he woul d have gone in for hinself, not too many nonths
ago. Then he understood what had shocked himin his soul about the place and
about all the fortress of the Wzard King. "But not the greatest of the

wi zards; not the only wizard left on the face of the earth, dam it." He

| ooked back at the Dark Eagle, wondering why the man did not understand. "This
i s obscene."

The captain chuckled. "Ch, come now, Wlf." He gestured at the shanel essly
posturing statues. "You're getting squeam sh in your old age. You've seen
worse than this in the cathouses in Kwest M al we—the nost expensive ones, that
is."

"I don't nean that," the WIf said. He | ooked around hi magain, at the glided
archways, the enbroi dered hangi ngs, and the bronze | anpstands on whi ch burned
not flanmes, but round, glow ng bubbles of pure light. In his mnd, he was
conpari ng
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the garish waste with Yirth's shadow workroom with its worn and

wel | -cared-for books, its delicate instruments of brass and crystal, and its
dry, muted scent of nedicinal herbs. "He is deathless, he is powerful; he has
conmand over magic that | would trade ny soul for. He can have anything he
wants. And he chooses this—trash.”



The Dark Eagl e cocked an amused eyebrow up at the Wl f and signaled his mnen.
They jerked on the chain and rattled their swords, |eading Sun Wolf on through
the wide, softly lighted halls of the upper levels, their feet scuffing over
sil ken rugs or whispering over carved jade tiles. "I remenber you al nbst cut
my throat fighting over trash very much like this when we | ooted the pal ace at
Thardin," he reminded the Wl f with a grin.

Sun Wl f remenbered it. He could not explain that that had been before the pit
and the ordeal of the anzid; he could not explain, could not nake the Eagle
under stand, the nonstrous-ness of what Altiokis was. He only said, "How could
a mnd that trivial achieve this kind of power?"

The Dark Eagl e | aughed. "Woa! Teach hima few tricks and he knows all about
wi zardry and power, does he?"

Sun Wl f was silent. He could not say how he knew what he knew, or why it
seened i nconceivable to himthat a man with a m nd whose greatest anbitions
rose no higher than dirty statues and silk rugs could have gained the power to
becorme deathl ess, could have nade hinself the |ast, nost powerful w zard on
the earth. He understood, then, Yirth's anger at his frightened rejection of
his power; he felt it reflected in his own outrage at a nan who would not only
so waste his own vast potential but destroy everyone else's as well.

Doors of white jade and crystal swung open. The room beyond t hem was

bl ack—bl ack marble floor and walls, pillars of black nmarble supporting a
vaulted ceiling of shadow. A ball of pale bluish Iight hung over the head of
the man who overfl owed the huge chair of carved ebony between the col ums at
the far end of the room and the |ight picked out the details of the scul pted
dragons and gargoyles, of the withing sea |life and shining insects, that

covered the chair, the pillars, and the wall. The incense-reeki ng darkness
seened filled with magic; but with a curious clarity of the senses, Sun Wl f
saw how flawed it was, like a prostitute's makeup seen in the light of day.

What ever Altiokis had been, as the Dark Eagle had said.
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he was slipping now Having destroyed everyone else's power, he was letting
his own run to seed as well.

Looki ng at himas he squatted, obscenely gross, in his ebony chair, for a
monent the Wl f felt, not fear, but angry disgust. Not even unlinited evil
could give this man dignity. Sun Wl f's captors pushed himforward until he
stood al one before the Wzard King, his shoul ders dragged down by the wei ght
of his chains.

Al tiokis belched and scratched his jewel-encrusted belly. "So," he said, in a
voi ce thick with brandy, "you think the palace of Altiokis, the greatest
prince this world has known, |ooks |ike a whorehouse?"

H s wi zard's senses had spread throughout that tawdry pal ace; he had heard
every word thai they had said. The Dark Eagle |ooked frightened, but Sun Wl f
knew how it was done, though he hinself could not do it. He only | ooked at the
Wzard King, trying to understand what unlimted life, unlimted power, and
unlimted boredom had done to this man, this fast and nmost powerful w zard.

"You poor ass, did you really think you could get away fromme that easily?"
Al tiokis asked. "Did you really have any idea of what you'd be up agai nst when
you accepted the conmi ssion of that fool, whatever his nanme was—the man who



hired you? One of the Thanes, | think we said. Not that it matters, of course.
| know who ny enenmies are. W'll have them gathered in..."

The Dark Eagle's bright blue eyes widened with alarm "My lord, we don't
know-

"Ch, be silent,"” Altiokis snapped pettishly. "Cowards—+ am surrounded by
cowards. "

"My lord,"” the Dark Eagle grated, "if you arrest w thout proof, there'll be
troubl e anong the Thanes..."

"Ch, there's always trouble ampbng the Thanes," the Wzard King retorted
angrily. "And there always has been—e needed only the excuse to put them
down. Let them conme against nme—f they dare. | will crush them.." The dark
little eyes glittered unnaturally bright in the gloom " as | will crush
this slave."

He had risen fromhis chair, his eyes holding Sun Wl f's, and the WIlf saw in
the wi zard what had struck himbefore. There was very little that was human
left of the man. The fire within was eating it away, his soul literally
rotting, like the
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m nds of the nuuwa. Like them the WIf realized, Atiokis existed al npst
solely to devour.

Sun Wl f fell back a step as the Wzard King raised the staff with its evil,
gl eam ng head. At a distance of several feet, he could already feel the
searing pain that radiated |like waves of heat fromthe netal. Altiokis raised
it, and the WIf retreated until he felt the sword points of the guards press
hi s back.

"Are you stupid," the Wzard King whispered, "or only a nerveless animal ? O
don't you believe what could happen to you here?"

"I believe you," Sun Wl f said, keeping a wary eye on the staff, which hovered
a foot or so in front of his throat. H's voice was a dry rasp, the only sound
in that hushed darkness of perfunme and sweat. "I just don't believe that
anything | can say will stop you from doi ng what you choose."

It was as polite a way as any he could think of to say that he made it a
policy never to argue with a crazy man.

A sneer contorted the greasy face. "So it has wi sdom after all,"” the w zard

said. "Pity you did not exercise it sooner. | have lived | onger than you know.
| amversed in the art of crushing the soul fromthe body, while | eaving the
brain time for—+eflection. | could put the blood worms on you, until a nmonth

from now you woul d be nothing but a crawling mass of maggots, begging nme for
the nmercy of death. O 1 could blind and cripple you with drugs and find a job
for you hauling bath water for my mercenaries—eh? O | could wall you into a
stone room wth only a cup of water, and that water filled with anzid, and

| eave you to choose between sl ow death from poi son and slower fromthirst."

Sun Wl f fought to keep his expression inpassive, knowing full well that the
fat man had both the power and the inclination to nmete out any one of those
fates, merely for the entertai nment of seeing himdie. But, sickened as he was



by horror, two things renmained very clear in the back of his brain.

The first was that Altiokis had never passed the Geat Trial. He clearly had
no i dea that anzid was anything other than a particularly |oathsonme poison
And that meant that he had derived his power from some ot her source.

It would explain sone things, the WIlf thought, his mnd struggling to grasp
t hat awareness. The power that pervaded the |ower |evel of the tower and that
filled the mnes was then not entirely fromAltiokisl attenuated personality.
It was something el se, sonething foul and filthy, not like Yirth's academc
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sorcery, nor what the WIf felt of the wild nagic that seened to fill his own
soul . Was the power only channel ed through the Wzard King fromthe darkness
that the Eagl e had spoken of, the darkness that dwelt in the innernost room of
the tower? A power that had no anmbitions, but that Altiokis had seized upon to
fulfill his own?

The second thing Sun Wl f realized was that, like a cruel child, Atiokis was
simply telling himthis, not to learn any information, but in order to see him
break. He knew from his own experience that a screaning victimwas nore
satisfactory to watch. He did not doubt for a nmonment that they would get down
to the screaning sooner or later, but he was dammed to the Cold Hells if he'd
give the Wzard King that pleasure now.

Al tiokis' face changed. "Or | could give you worse," he snarl ed. He snapped
his fingers for the Dark Eagle and his nen. "Downstairs," he ordered. "Wth
ne."

The nercenaries closed in around Sun Wl f, dragging at his wist chains,
thrusting frombehind with their swords. A door opened in the wall, where no
door had been; the blue brinfire that floated over Altiokis' head illun nated
the first steps of a stair that curved down into darkness. The Wl f bal ked in
sudden terror at the power, the evil, that rose like a nauseating stench from
the pit bel ow. The blackness seened filled with an alien, hideous chill, like
that fromthe denons he had seen in the marshes of his chil dhood—a sensation
of seeing sonething that had risen from unknowabl e gul fs of nothingness, a
sensi ng of sonething that was not of this earth.

Soneone shoved a bl ade against his ribs, pushing himthrough the door. The
sol di ers seened unaware of what |ay below, they could not know what he knew
and still be willing to go that way thenselves. He alnpst turned to fight them
in the doorway, but Altiokis reached forward with his staff and used the

gl owi ng head of it to drive the Wlf forward down the stairs. The nen
surrounded himagain, and the eldritch cold rose about them as they descended.

The descent was |less far than he had thought. The stair made one circle, then
| evel ed out; the floor, he saw, was rock and dirt. They nust be at ground

| evel , at what had been the top of the crag, close to the cliff's edge. At the
end of the short, lightless vault of the hallway was a small door. Even as his
soul shrank fromit, he thought, / have done this before.

The room beyond was |ike the one Derroug Dru had shown himin the prison bel ow
the Records O fice in Mandrigyn. It
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was small and dank, furnished with a huge, carved chair whose bl ack vel vet
cushi ons boasted bullion tassels. The white glow of the w tchlight gleaned
oiliiy on the wall of glass before the chair. The only difference fromthat
ot her chanber was that there was a door beside the w de wi ndow that | ooked
i nto darkness.

Sonething like a restless flake of fire noved in that dark beyond the gl ass.

Sun Wbl f had known this was coming to him all the long road up the nountain.
In a way, he had known it since Derroug Dru had first shown the abom nations
that Altiokis had given him in the cell beneath the Records Ofices. Horror
went through the Wl f Iike a sword of ice; horror and despair and ohe
terrified consciousness that in that room not in the fat man chuckling
throatily beside him lay the centerpoimof the evil power that pervaded the
Citadel . Whatever was in there, it was the source, not only of the creatures
that turned nen into nuuwa, but of the power that had let Altiokis becone the
swol | en and aboni nabl e thing that he was.

Behind the glass, the bright flake of fire zagged idly in the air, leaving a
thin fire trail in the stygian dark. It was waiting for him waiting to devour
his brain, to make himone of the new ng, slobbering things that were filled,
like the dead stones of the Citadel, with Altiokis' perverted will.

Swords pressed into Sun Wl f's back, forcing himtoward the narrow door. Al

of his senses seened to have dulled and concentrated; he was conscious of no
sound but the frantic hamering of his own heart and of no sensation but the
cold of sweat pouring down his face and breast and arms. The sharpness of the
steel was driving himforward. H's vision had shrunk to that idle flake of
fire, to the dark door, triple-barred with iron, and to the hands of the nen
unbarring it.

Cold and evil seenmed to flow forth fromthe black slot of the opening. Wth
curious, instantaneous clarity, he saw the round stone walls of Altiokis'
original hut, the weeds that |ay dead and tangl ed about the edges, and the
scuffed, fouled dirt within. But all that was peripheral to the awareness of
that black pit at the center, a boundaryl ess, anonal ous, and utterly hideous
vortex of absolute darkness that seemed to open in the air of the rooms
center. It was a Hole, a gap of nothingness that led into a universe beyond

t he ken of humankind. Through it flowed the power that filled the Ctadel
filled the nuuwa, and filled Altiokis' corrupted, deathless flesh and rotting
br ai n.
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But worse than the awareness of the power was the know edge of the mnd of the
Entity thai lived within the Hole, of the Thing that was trapped there, its

t houghts reaching out to him as shocking as ice water flow ng over his naked
br ai n.

Not human, nor demon ... denons were of this world, and quite ordinary and
conforting conmpared with that ice-cold, streanming black fire. Yet it was
alive, and it reached to fill him

Hands thrust him unresisting, forward to the threshold of that tiny room
Unawar e that he spoke aloud, he said, "It's alive..." And in the |last second,
as the guards shoved himin, he turned his head, neeting Altiokis' startled,
dilating eyes with a sudden knowl edge of where he had seen that Thing before.
He said, "It gave you your power."



The Wzard King was on his feet, shrieking. "Bring himout of there! Shut the
door!" H's voice was frenzied, alnost in panic.

The guards wavered, uncertain whether they had heard aright. The Dark Eagle
grabbed Sun Wbl f by the arm and pulled hi m backward, slamming the door to with
a kick; Sun Wl f staggered, as if he had been released froma chain that held
hi m upright, and found there was no strength left in him He clutched the door
bolts for support.

Al tiokis was scream ng, "Get himout of here! Get himaway fromhere! He sees
it! He's a w zard! Get him away!"

"Hi n?" the Eagle said, rather unwisely. "He's no wizard, ny lord..."

Al tiokis strode forward, swi nging his staff to knock Sun Wl f's hands fromthe
door bolts, as if he feared the Wl f would throw the door open and fling
hinsel f inside. Ignoring his captain of nercenaries, Altiokis clutched with
his fat, jeweled hands at the grubby rags of what remai ned of Sun Wl f's
tunic, his face white with hatred and fear

"Did you see it?" he denanded in a stinking blast of liquor and rich food.

Exhaust ed, | eani ng agai nst the stone wall at his back for support, Sun Wl f
whi spered, "Yes, | did. | see it now, in your eyes."

"It mght choose to call another wi zard," the fat nman gasped hoarsely, as if
he had not heard. "It could give himits power, if he were lucky, as |I was
lucky..."

"I wouldn't touch that power!" the WIf cried, the thought
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nore sickening to himthan the horror of that flake of fire boring steadily
t hrough his eye.

Again the Wzard King appeared not to have heard him "It could even give him
imortality." The black, lifeless eyes stared at Sun Wl f, desperate with
jealousy and terror. Then Altiokis whirled back to his guards, scream ng, "Get
hi m out of here! Throw himto the nuuwaj Get himout!"

Like the tug of a fine wire enbedded in his flesh. Sun WIf felt the touch of
that black Entity in the Hole, whispering to his brain.

Furiously, he thrust it aside, nore frightened of it than of anything he had
yet seen, in the Citadel of Altiokis or out of it. He fought like a tiger as
they half dragged, half carried himalong the naze of corridors to where a
shal low flight of steps |ed downward to a broad double door. Altiokis strode
at their heels, scream ng incoherently, reviling the Eagle for bringing this
upon him and cursing his own means of divination that had not shown himthis
new threat. One of the guards ran ahead to peer through the judas in the door
and the faint yellow bar of light fromthe westering sun picked out the scars
on his face as he | ooked. He called, "There are few of them out there now, nmne
lord. They're npbstly gone in their dens."

"Open their dens, then!" the Wzard King shrieked in a paroxysm of rage. "And
do it quickly, before | throw you out to keep hi m conpany!"”



The man darted off, his footfalls ringing on the stone of the passageway. Sun
Wl f tw sted against the hands that gripped him but far too many nen were

hol ding himto give himpurchase to fight. The doors at the bottom of the
steps were flung open, and sunlight struck himas the Dark Eagl e shouted a
conmand. He was flung bodily down the steps, the harsh granite of themtearing
at and bruising his flesh as he rolled.

The filthy reek of the nuuwa was all around him As he heard the doors clang

shut above him the shrill how s began to echo fromall sides. He saw that he
was in the long ditch between the inner and outer walls. From various points
in the shade of the looming wall, a dozen nuuwa and two or three of the

apel i ke ugi e-beasts were lolloping toward him heads l[olling, dripping nouths
gapi ng to sl ash.

Sun Wl f knew al ready that there was no further hope of escape. The walls of
the ditch were too steep to clinmb. It was only a matter of time before he
woul d be overpowered, torn apart, and eaten alive. He flung hinself back up
the few steps
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to where the enbrasure of the door nmade a kind of hollow in the bald face of
the wall, taking advantage of the only cover in sight. He put his back to the
massi ve, brass-bound wood, gathered the five feet of chain that joined his
manacl ed hands, and swung at the firsi of the things that hurled itself upon
him Brains and bl ood splattered fromthe burst skull. He swung again,

sl ashing, the heavy chain whining through the screanming, stinking air.

Anyt hing to buy time—inutes, seconds even.

The chain, close to thirty pounds of sw nging iron, connected again, flinging
the creature that it hit back against two of its fellows. He brained one of
themwhile they were fighting each other; the remaining nonstrosities named on
him spitting mouthfiils of rotted flesh, and he sl ashed, sw nging
desperately, keeping themoff himas |Iong as he could, praying to his
ancestors to do sonething, anything..

You can control them that black slip of fire whispered in his brain. Turn
t hem asi de. Make them do your bi dding.

Chain connected with flesh. Hs wists were scraped raw fromthe iron, and the
snell of the blood was driving the nuuwa to nadness. He could feel hinself
tiring, instant by instant, and knew to within a noment how | ong his strength
would last. Al the while, the thought of the Entity he had seen, that bl ack
intelligence glinpsed in the Hole and in the Wzard King's possessed eyes,

whi spered to himthe promise of the life that it could give him

The worl d had narrowed, containing nothing but bl ood-nouthed, eyel ess faces,
ri ppi ng hands, pain and sweat and the foul reek of the air, scream ng cries
and that terrible, nagging whisper of uncertainty in his brain. He was aware
of other sounds sonmewhere, distant noises in the Quter Citadel, a far-off
howing like the din of a faraway battle.

An explosion jarred the ground. Then another, heavier, |ouder, nearer, and he
t hought he heard, through the shrieking of the mndless things all around him
the triunmphal yells of nmen and the higher, wilder keening of wonen.

He was aware that no new attackers were running toward him He swung grimy at
t hose that remrai ned, half conscious of things happening el sewhere in the |ong
di tch—ef fighting somewhere—en the causeway!—of fire..



Teeth sl ashed at his |l eg and he stonped, breaking the neck of the ugie that
had crawl ed up bel ow the arc of the swi nging
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chai n. \Wat ever el se was happening was only a distraction, a break in his
concentration that could cost himhis life.

Anot her expl osi on sounded, this time very near, and it took all his wll not
to |l ook. The chain crushed a final skull, the last nuuwa fell, wiggling and
snhapping at its own flesh, and he stood gasping in the doorway, |ooking up to
see the causeway drawbridge fall in flanes.

The top of the outer wall was a friezework of struggling nen. A rear guard of
bl ack-arnored sol diers was being cut to pieces on the causeway itself. What

| ooked tike an arny of black and filthy gnonmes was pouring through the
causeway gate and down nakeshift |adders into the ditch, brandi shing picks,
adzes, and weapons stolen, fromthe arnmories in the mnes. The bl ood of their
wounds gl eaned bright through the rock dust, and their screanms of triunph and
anger shook the air.

Then he heard a voice pitched as only a warrior's could be to carry over the
roar of battle—the one voice that, of all others, he would have gi ven anything
he had ever possessed to hear again.

"DUCK, YOQU QAF!"

He ducked as an axe splintered into the wood of the door where his head had
been. He saw the advancing forces of the Dark Eagle's mercenaries pouring down
fromthe other side of the causeway to neet the miners in battle in the ditch
Wth a great scraping of bolts, the doors behind himwere thrown open, and

rei nforcenments poured through in a mxed tide of mercenaries, regulars, and
nuuwa. The battle was joined on the corpse-strewn steps around him

Sonehow, Starhawk was there, where he knew she al ways should be, fighting Iike
a denon at his side.

"1 thought | told you to go back!" he yelled at her over the general chaos.
H s chain snmashed the hel net and skull of a nercenary before him

"Rot that!" she yelled back. "lI've quit the troops and I'll |ook for you as
long as | bl oody well please! Here..." She stooped to wench a sword free from
the dead fingers that still grasped it and thrust the bloody hilt at him

"This will get you farther than that silly chain."

"Cheap, rotten, general-arnory issue," he grunbled, testing the edge on the
neck of an advancing nuuwa. "If you were going to get nme a sword, you night at
| east have nmade it a decent one."
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"Gripe, gripe, gripe, all you ever do is gripe," she retorted, and he | aughed,
teeth gl eam ng white through the filthy stubble of his beard, joyful only to

be with her again.

They were silent then, except for the wordless yelling of battle, merging with
the dirty mob of the advancing forces. But he was conscious of her at his



side, battle-cold and bright, filled with concentrated fire, and he wondered
how he had ever thought her plain.

The nmen now around hi m were gaunt as wol ves but rock-muscled fromhard | abor
their dusty hides striped with the scars of beatings. He knew they were the
husbands, the lovers, or the brothers of those crazy and intrepid wldcats
he'd spent the winter training. There were nore of themthan he'd thought; the
long ditch was rapidly filling with men. The gate at the top of the steps was
di sgorging nore and nore of Altiokis' troops. The nel ee was deafening. A
nmonentary sortie drove the mners down the blood-slick steps, and he heard a
worman' s voi ce—Sheera's voice—+aised in a piercing rallying cry.

Soneone cane runni ng up behind him and he swung around, sword ready, heavy
chain rattling. A dusty little man yelled, "Are you Sun Wl f?"

"Yes." Under the grine, he saw that the man's hair was flane-gold, the nmark of
t he royal House of Her, and he asked, "Are you Tarrin?"

"Yes."
"Does one of your people have the key to this nother-Ioving chain?"

"No, but we've got an axe to cut the links free. W'll get rid of the
bracelets later."

"Fine," the WIf said. Eo | oonmed up out of the confusion of the fight, half a
head taller than Tarrin and brandi shing an enornmous axe. Tarrin positioned the
chain over a corner of the stone steps; they all wi nced as the axe bl ade

sl anmed down.

"You girls make it in all right?" the Wlf asked, after Eo had whacked the
chain free of the bracelet on his other wist.

Her reply was drowned in the renewed din of the fighting, the sounds of the
struggle rising like a voiceless howing, elemental as a storm Myre nmen were
pouring fromthe doors, inpossible nunbers of them+the WIf had not thought
there were that many in the fortress. He caught up his sword and pl owed back
into the fray on the steps at Tarrin's heels. Eo followed with her axe. Battle
separated them Sun Wl f pressed upward, fighting his way to the shadow of the
gate, where the

THE LADI ES OF NMANDR/ CVM
283

line of defenders was weakening. Freed of the chain's weight, he felt he could
fight forever.

He slashed and cut, until the sword enbedded in flesh and bone. He | ooked down
to pull it loose and froze in nauseated horror at what he saw. The fl esh of
his arms was white with | eprosy.

He didn't see the eneny sword that slashed at his neck until Starhawk's bl ade
deflected it, so frozen was he by sickened despair. She yelled at him "It's
an illusion! Wlf! Stop it! It isn't real!"”

He | ooked up at her, his face gray with shock. She, too, had nonmentarily
stopped fighting, though the battle raged on all sides of them

"It's an illusion, rot your eyes! Do you think | eprosy takes hold that fast?



That's how he won at Iron Pass. W' ve already been through six things |ike
this com ng out of the mnes!"

Her own face was blotched with it, like lichen on stone. But as he blinked at
her, his mind conming back into focus, he saw that what she said was true. As
with the seeing of denons, he becane aware that by changing his perceptions
slightly, he could see the whole flesh under the superinposed illusion of rot.
Bl ood and anger slanmed, raging, back into his veins. The men and wonen
struggling all around himdidn't have his power to see through, or Yirth's
power to conbat, illusions—but they had seen the Wzard King's illusions
before. And now they were too angry to care.

Cursing like a bullwhacker, the Wlf threw hinself back into the fray. He
could see through the gate to the corridors beyond, clogged with Altiokis'

troops; and, as if the realization that the [ eprosy was an illusion had
somehow cl eared a block fromhis eyes, he saw that three-quarters of these new
warriors were illusion as well. By the way they cut at them the others could

not tell the difference, and he knew hinself to be fighting as a wi zard woul d
fight, and seeing as a wizard woul d see. Starhawk, at his side, slashed at one
of the insubstantial figures as a real warrior cut at her with a halbred. Sun
Wl f hacked the man's head off before the bl ow | anded and wondered how nany
others would fall to just such a fraud. Behind him he heard a nan cry out in
terror. He whirled, looking into the darkness of the Citadel gate. There was
somet hing there, visible behind the backs of the retreating sortie, a

shapel ess shape of |um nous horror, a coldness that ate at the bones.

Al tiokis' men were retreating through
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the doors. Tarrin and his miners were unwilling to follow, frozen by the
com ng of that horrible fog and what was within it. They fell back toward the
sunlight of the ditch, and the doors began to swing shut, as if of thenselves.

Sun Wl f, left nonentarily alone with Starhawk by the ebbing forces, scanned
t he darkness, searching it with his nind rather than with his eyes... and
finding nothing but the shape of Altiokis, far back anong those gl owi ng
wraiths, his hands weaving the illusion fromthe air.

He bellowed, "It's an illusion, dammit! Don't let themclose the gate!" He

pl unged forward, hearing Starhawk's footfalls at his heels. He heard her voice
somewhere in back of him calling out to the others, and heard them fol | ow
Then he heard the gate slam behind him

The [ um nous fog vanished. His arns, as he glinpsed them sw nging his sword
at the nen who crowded toward him were clean again. There were few of

Al tiokisl men still around the gate, the rest having gone to the fighting on
the walls, and those few he di spatched or drove away. Then he plunged after
the retreating shape of the Wzard King.

The darkness beneath the Citadei seened thicker than it had before, defeating
even his abilities to pierce it. He tore a torch fromits holder, and the
snoke of it streaned like a banner in his wake. AltiokJs' fruity |augh taunted
himfromthe black hole of a corridor arch; Sun Wl f sensed a trap and
advanced cautiously, the curious perception that detected reality from

i llusion showing himthe ghostly outlines of the spiked pit in the floor
beneath the illusion of danp flagstones. He edged past it on the narrow

wal kway that the Wzard King had used; but by then his quarry was out of

si ght.

He seened to be caught in a maze of twisting roonms and corridors, of doors



t hat opened to nowhere, and of traps in the wails and floor. Once nuuwa
attacked himin a roomthat had seemed enpty—purposefully, controlled by

anot her m nd, as the nuuwa had fought in the battle. He cut at themw th sword
and fire, wedging hinself into a niche in the wall. As he split skulls and
burned the dirty hair and rotted flesh, he felt again that eerie little

whi sper at the back of his consciousness.

You can control themyourself. You only have to give a little pan of your nind
to that cold, black fire, and you can control them ... and other things as
wel I .

Turn away, and what can you offer this woman you want
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except a battered and poverty-stricken wanderer? Do you really think Art will
give up the troop to you?

He renenbered the sightless blaze burning in the rotted remains of Altiokis'
failing brains and fought grimy, humanly, bloodily, exhaustedly. He killed
two of the nuuwa, and the rest of them drew back, retreating into the stone
mazes away from his torchlight, dodging through the stone walls |ike bats.

Al tiokis, he reflected, nust be running out of nuuwa if he's started
conservi ng them

Gimy, he pursued.

There was a trap of sone kind in one guardroom H s hypersensitive sense of
direction et himpick out a way around it, seeking the source of the fat
man' s wheezing breath. He saw AJtiokis then, fleeing up a dark corridor. The
torchlight bounced crazily over the rough stone of the walls as the WIf ran
It glittered on the blood that sneared his arms and on the far-off glint of
the jewels on the Wzard King's doublet. He heard the gasping of Altiokis and
the stumbling, clunmsy footsteps. Ahead, he saw a narrow door, bound and bolted
with steel. A darkness, a last illusion, confused his sight, but he heard the
door open and shut.

He flung hinself at it, tore it open, and plunged through, holding the torch
al oft to see. As he passed through the door, he realized that the wall in
which it was set was the sane as the wall of that tiny, w ndowed chanber—he
rough stone wall of the original hut that Altiokis had built in a night.

And he knew that Altiokis had never cone through that door.

It crashed shut behind him and he heard the bolts slam hone. He turned,
gasping, his lungs stifling with terror. Black and enpty, the Hole of darkness
| ay before him absorbing and drowning the Iight of the flanes. On the far
side of the Hole, he could make out the window to the observation roomand the
narrow door beside it—the door, as he recalled, that Altiokis had not bolted
when he'd ordered Sun Wl f out of the room

But the width of the roomlay between it and the Wl f, and the ugly, evil,
scream ng depths of that silent blackness |ay between. The sword dropped from
his nerveless fingers at the thought of having to wal k past it; he could see
the Iight of the torch wavering over the shadow walls with the shaking of his
hand. He stood paral yzed, conscious of the Entity that he would have to pass
and of the mindless intelligence of fire and cold
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trapped these hundreds of years between this universe and whatever arcane
depths of unreason it called its hone.

Sonet hi ng brighi nickered in the comer of his vision, like a spark floating on
the air. Too late, he remenbered the other danger, the horror that even the
Entity that wanted his mnd could not prevent. As he wenched his face away,
fire exploded in his left eye, a nunbing, searing blast followed by the
horri bl e wash of pain. Fromhis eye, it seenmed to be spreadi ng throughout
every muscle of his body. He could hear hinself scream ng, and his knees were
buckling with agony. Wth a curiously clear sliver of the remains of rationa

t hought, he knew exactly how many seconds of consciousness he had left, and
the single thing that he rmust do.

CHAPTER

21 1

T

J. HE

. HE DOOR OF THE W NDOWED OBSERVATI ON ROOM WAS PUSHED

carefully open. Altiokis, Wzard King of the greatest enpire since the | ast
rulers of Gwenth had retired in a huff to their respective nonasteries, peeked
cautiously around the door-janb.

The big mercenary lay face-down on the floor a few feet away. He nust,

Al tiokis thought, have gotten through the door somehow-a gl ance showed that it
wasn't bolted—n his final agony. A trickle of blood ran out from beneath his
head.

Altiokis relaxed and sniled with relief. His earlier panic had been absurd.
Drink is making ne foolish, he thought with a self-indulgent sigh. / really
shoul d take I ess. He had al ways suspected that the Entity in the Hole had no
real control over the gauns, and it was for that reason that he had never gone
near it unprotected. But there was always the risk that some other w zard
woul d know the secret of destroying them—+f there was a secret.

He frowned. There was so much that his own naster—whatever the old puff-guts’
nane had been—had never told him And so nuch that he had been told had not
made sense.

He padded into the little room two nuuwa shuffling at his heels. Really, it
had only been sheerest |uck that he hadn't become a nuuwa hinsel f, he thought,
| ooki ng down at that huge, tawny body at his feet. Al those years ago. - -
How many had it been? There seemed to be so many periods of tine that he
couldn't quite recall. It was only by sheerest chance that the nen he'd been
out with that night—+the old Thane's nen,
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silly old bastard! —had their eyes burned out and their brains destroyed, while

he hid in the brush and watched. Oh, he'd heard of the Holes, but he'd never
t hought to see one. And he'd never realized that Something lived in them



Sonet hing, that is, other than gauns.

That was anot her thing ol d—el d—what ever his nane was—had never bothered to
tell him

Al tiokis bent down. A wizard! After all these years, he'd hardly expected that
any dared to oppose himstill. But there were those he hadn't accounted for
over the years, and perhaps they'd had students. That was the big advant age,
he'd found about living forever, as the Entity in the Hole had prom sed him he
m ght do.

Wl |, not promi sed; exactly. He couldn't recaii. Neverthel ess, he had won
again, and he gave a delighted little giggle at the thought as he bent down to
exam ne his newest recruit to the ranks of the mi ndless.

A hand cl osed around his throat like a vise of iron. Wth bul gi ng eyes,

Al tiokis found hinmself staring down into a face that was scarcely human; the
one eye socket was enpty and charred with fire, but the other eye was alive,
sane, and filled with livid pain and berserker rage.

The fat wizard | et out one gaspi ng squeak of terror. Then Sun Wl f found
hi nsel f hol ding, not a man, but a |eopard by the throat.

O aws raked his back. H s hands dug through the soft, |oose flesh of the
white-ruffed throat. Even shape-changed, Altiokis was a fat, old animal. The
WIf rolled to his feet, dragging the twisting, snarling thing toward the
narrow door of the roomwhere the Hole waited. Peripherally, his single eye
caught the bright novenent of nore of the fire-flecks beyond the gl ass, and
the snol dering yell ow gl ow of the torch where it lay, burning itself out on
the stone floor. The | eopard nmust have known, too; for its struggles
redoubl ed, then suddenly changed, and Sun Wl f found hinmself with nine feet of
cobra between his hands.

It was only for a nonment. The tail |ashed at his I egs, but the poisonous head
was prisoned helplessly in his grip.

The next thing was horrible, sonething he had never seen before, bloated and
chitinous, with clawed | egs and tentacles raking at himlike whips. He yanked
open the door.

The nuuwa stirred uneasily, held still by the tangle of forces in the room
The Wl f could feel Altiokisl mnd drawi ng them
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and bl ocked it with his own. Wth the door open, the whispering in the

t hought s was overwhel m ng. Past the shrieking nouths and flailing antennae of
that horrible head between his hands, he could see the novenent in the

dar kness, surrounded by the m ndl essly devouring notes of flame. The thing in
his hands tw sted and | ashed, and the blood ran fresh fromhis clawed

shoul ders and fromthe ruined socket of his eye. The nonster was hi deously
strong; he felt the nuscle and sinew of his arm cracki ng under the wei ght of
it, but he refused to release his strangling grip.

As they struggled on the threshold of that vile room Altiokis becane once
again a fat man, crazy and sweating with fear. Sun Wl f slung the man inside
and crashed the door shut with all his strength. It heaved under the weight



thrown against it. He shot the bolts and stood hangi ng onto them as he had
done before, feeling themjerk and pull under his hands with desperate spells
of opening. The two nuuwa jiggled fromfoot to foot, and he threw the barriers
of his mnd against them keeping them from understandi ng, wondering if it
woul d be worth it, just this once, to yield to the drag in his mnd and order
nmem away.

Then the screami ng started. The fight to free the door bolts ceased; he heard
Al tiokis blundering around the room shrieking with agony, hitting the wall,
and falling. Sun Wl f |eaned agai nst the door, sickened by the sound,
renenberi ng those endl ess seconds and counting them down.

He had been in enough dirty fighting to know how to gouge out an eye. He
doubted that Altiokis had the know edge and the resolution to do it or the
determ nati on needed to sear the bl eeding socket with fire. The brutal action
had saved him but he was sure that he woul d never—eoul d never—erase fromhis
mnd the long seconds that it had taken himto nerve hinself to do it.

He knew by the screami ng and by the change in the behavi our of the nuuwa when
what remai ned of Altiokis' mnd was gone. He turned the nuuwa's attention to
t he opposite walls and wal ked nonvi si bl e, between them and out into the

G t adel .

The black flanmes tittered in his m nd

Hearing the yelling confusion that came to himfromevery corner, he guessed
that the nuuwa, released fromcontrol, had becone as they were outside

Al tiokis' domai ns—+andoml y ranpagi ng, turning on the troops besi de whomt hey
had f ought.
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He plunged down the corridors, finding his way back to the entrance into the
ditch fromwhence he had cone.

The doors were barred. He could hear the slamof a battering ranms agai nst them
and, faintly, Tarrin's ringing voice. But the defenders, clutched in a comer,
fighting the small swarm of nuuwa that had suddenly turned upon them were in
no shape to prevent himfrom draggi ng back the bars.

Two of the nuuwa broke away fromthe main group and shanbl ed toward him
groani ng and slavering, as the first blazing crack of daylight opened through
the doors. He started to order them away and stopped hinmself. H s brain seened
to be swinming in dark, murmuring liquid, his thoughts struggling agai nst

i nsistent, alien urges.

Men poured through the gate around him He found hinself clutching the
doorposts for support. Then hands were gripping his arms. A voice called him
back to hinsel f.

"Chief! What in the name of the Mdther happened to you?"

He clutched Starhawk's shoul ders, holding to her as if to the | ast spar of
sanity in the sea in which he feit hinmself sinking. "That Thing—the Thing in



the room.."
"The Hol e?"

H s eye focused. He noted distantly, automatically, that his depth perception
was gone and that he'd have to retrain to conpensate. The slanted |ight of

| ate afternoon that streamed through the gate showed him Starhawk's face
grimy, bloody, and unsurprised. Her gray eyes were dear, |ooking into his.
Though there was no reflection of it in her face, he realized that he hinself
must have been a choice sight. Trust the Hawk, he thought, not to ask stupid
guestions until there's tine to answer them

"How di d you know?"

"The wi zard Anyog told ne," she said. He realized he hadn't seen her in four
nmonths; it only seened |ike yesterday. "Were is it?"

"Back there. Don't go near it. Don't go in that roomwth it..."

H s hands | eft patches of bloody dirt where they rested on her shoul ders. She
shook her head. "Is there any roomnear it? Around it—o put blasting powder
fromthe mnes? W were bringing some up to take care of the gate."

"Bl asti ng powder?" The draw on his mnd was growi ng stronger. He wasn't sure
he had heard.

"To bl ow out the walls," she explained. "Daylight will de-

stroy it." She put a hand to his face, slimy with the scumof battle, gentle
as a lover's. "Wl f, are you all right?"

She wasn't asking about his eye or the claw marks and sword cuts that covered
his body as if he had rolled in broken glass. She knew his physical toughness.
Her fears for himwent deeper than that.

"Daylight," he said thickly. "Then... The hut was built at night."
"Yes, | know, " she said.

He didn't bother to ask her how she knew. A darkness seenmed to be edging its
way into his thoughts, and he shook his head, as if to clear it. "Atiokis'
forces are still holding that part of the Ctadel," he said. "You'll have to
fight your way in."

"I's the roomitself guarded?"
He shook his head.
"Then we'll make it. We can leave a long fuse..."

O hers had come up to them The battle was raging past into the corridors.
Sheera's voi ce gasped, "Chief! Your eye!" Anber Eyes' hand on his arm was
suddenly notherly in spite of the fact that her arnms were smeared wi th bl ood
to the shoulders. A viselike grip that he recognized as Denga Rey's cl osed
over his el bow, offering support.

St arhawk gave thema rapid precis of what needed to be done. The wonmen nodded,
evidently on ternms of great friendliness with her. Sun Wl f wondered suddenly
how St arhawk happened to be there in the first place, then discarded the
thought as irrelevant. It was true that in the crisis of battle, the npst



appal I i ng coi nci dences were comonpl ace.

Anber Eyes said, "W can't |eave a |ong fuse, though. It would have to be | ong
enough to let us get clear of the Citadel. In that tine, someone would find
it."

"You're right," the Hawk agreed.

"Could we wait until the battle's over?" Sheera asked. "By nightfall we should
have the place. Altiokis' forces are holed up in the upper part of the
t ower —ence they got clear of their own nuuwa, that is. Then we coul d—=

"No," Sun Wl f said hoarsely. The Thi ng—the voice, the urge, whatever it
was—he could feel it tearing at the fraying edges of his nind, grow ng
stronger as final exhaustion took its toll on his body. Sunrise tonorrow
seened hideously far away. "It has to be before sunset tonight."

Anber Eyes and Denga Rey | ooked at him deeply troubled,
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but Starhawk nodded. "He's right," she said. "If there's some kind of living

thing, sone kind of intelligence in the Hole, we can't give it the night to
work in."

"We've only got about an hour and a half until sunset,
doubt ful | y.

Denga Rey observed

"So we have to work fast. W can stack powder around it. Dammed good t hing
Tarrin had it brought up fromthe mnes to blow the gate or we'd be forever
getting it."

"Yirth could light it froma distance," Anber Eyes said suddenly. "I|'ve seen
her light torches and candl es just by | ooking at them If we could get her out
here, then she could light the powder..."

"Cet her," Sheera said.

The | overs vani shed in opposite directions. He | eaned back agai nst the wall
behi nd him suddenly weak, his mind drifting. The roar of battle seened to
sink to an unreal whispering.

"Chief!"

He blinked into Starhawk's frightened face. Sonehow, Anber Eyes and Denga Rey
were back, and Yirth was with them standing with Sheera, grouped around him
as they had been on the ship. He thought for a noment that he had fainted, but
found he was still on his feet, |eaning against the stone arch of the gate,
the long fosse with its carpet of tranpled dead stretching away to both sides.

He shook his head, with a sensation of having lost tinme. "Wat happened?"

"I don't know," Starhawk said. By the pale light that came through the gateway
beside him her scarred, fine-boned face | ooked as cal m and col d- bl ooded as



ever, but he could hear the fear in her voice. "You were—-you were gone. |
talked to you, but it was as if you were listening to something el se.™

"I was," he said grimy, suddenly understanding. "Yirth, can you set fire to
somet hing at a distance w thout having seen it first?"

The witch's dark brows plunged in a startled frown. She al one of them though
she wore a man's doubl et and breeches for conveni ence, bore no narks of

physi cal fighting. But under the crown of her tight-braided hair, her harsh
face was set with fatigue, the ugly smear of the birthnmark appearing al nost

bl ack agai nst her pallor. She | ooked older, the WIf thought, than she had
before she'd | ed the wonmen through the traps into the Ctadel. Al her scars
woul d be upon the fabric of her mnd

"I cannot set fire to anything at a distance," she said. "I nust see it to
bring fire."

The others stared at her, shocked at the limtation; the WIf was puzzl ed.
"You can't—an't bring fire to a place that you know i n your m nd?" he asked.
"Can't formit in your m nd?" The act of bringing fire seened so easy to him
t hough he had never done it—ike turning away the m nds of those who sought
him or changing the way he saw things, to pierce another w zard's illusions.

She shook her head, clearly not understandi ng what he meant. "You can
per haps," she said. "But it lies beyond ny power."

So it was Sun Wl f, after all, who had to lead the small crew through the

wi ndi ng nazes, toward the Hol e once again. Yirth followed them though he had
war ned her against entering the observation roomof the Hole itself; two or
three of the freed mners hel ped carry the sacks of blasting powder. To Sun
Wl f's ears, the fighting was far off in the upper part of the tower and, by
the sound of it, it was turning into the grim nessy business of nopping up
fighting in pockets here and there—the bl oody scrag ends of battle.

Closer and nore real in his own mnd was the buzzing darkness that ate at the
corners of his consciousness, demanding, insistent as a scarcely bearable
tickling. He rested his hand on Starhawk's shoul der for support and saw,

al nrost disinterestedly, that his fingers were trenbling. He was conscious in a
hal f - det ached way of the sun sliding down the outside walls of the Citadel
changi ng colors as it approached the ragged horizon; though, when he nentioned
to Yirth this awareness of things he could not actually see, she shook her
head and | ooked at himstrangely with her jade-col ored eyes. The Entity

whi spering in his mnd was nore real to himthan his own body, nore real than
the stone halls through which he stunbled |ike a nechanical thing—rore rea

t han anyt hi ng except the sharp bones of the shoul der beneath his hand and the
cold, pale silk of hair that brushed the backs of his fingers when Starhawk
turned her head.

Through the little wi ndow of the observation room they could see that
Altiokis was still noving. Rolling, flopping grotesquely, he would
occasionally stagger to his feet or nouth at the wi ndow gl ass. The jewels of
his clothing had caught on the rough walls and ripped as he'd nmoved, and fat,
white flesh bulged through the rents. One eye was gone, the other already
bei ng eaten away fromw thin; his face was starting to change,

294
Bar bara Hanbl y

as the faces of nuuwas di d. Sheera made a gaggi ng noi se in her throat and



| ooked away.

Sun Wbl f scarcely saw. He renmined by the door while the sacks of powder were
stacked in the roomand in the hall beyond, where Yirth waited. There was
enough powder to blow out the whole western wall of the Citadel. H s gaze went
past the w ndow, past the darkness, to deeper darkness, where he could see the
Thi ng novi ng.

The giggling, scratching sensation in his brain was al nost unendurable. It
knew him Threads of it perneated every fiber of his consciousness; he had a
nmonent ary, disturbed vision of himself, visible in the shadows through the

thi ck, black glass of the wi ndow, his half-naked body clawed and filthy, his
wists still weighted with the iron bracelets, the blood fromthe ripped flesh
of themslowy dripping down his fingers; his left eye was a charred and gory
pit in a face white with shock and strain. The other people in this vision
were nere puppets, grotesque, jerking, and unreal as they stunbl ed about their
nmeani ngl ess tasks. The Entity-whatever it was—ould no nore see themthan they
could see it. They were only hal f-guessed shapes, nore |ike nonkeys than human
bei ngs.

He wat ched as one of the shapes shanbled up to himand reached a fiddling,
pi cki ng hand out to touch him

He cl osed his eyes, and the vision dissolved. Wen he opened them Starhawk
was | ooking worriedly into his face. "Chief?"

He nodded. "I'mall right." H's voice sounded |ike the faint rasp of a
fingernail scraping netal. He | ooked around him fixing the roomin his

m nd—the stone walls, the shadows, the grayish-white cotton of the sacks that
he knew the flanes would lick over when he called them and the carved ebony
chair, shoved uncerenoniously into a corner

St arhawk and Denga Rey supported hi m between themas they led himfromthe
room

"You sure this is going to work?" Sheera asked nervously.
"No," the Wl f said.
"Could Yirth..."

"No," Starhawk said. "W have enough problens without its getting its claws
into anot her wizard."

They turned a corner and foil owed a narrow passage toward the gate. Wth the
snoot hness of a door closing before them the way was suddenly filled with
armed men in black mail. The Dark Eagle stood at their head.
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"I thought," he said, snmling, "that we would still find you wandering around
here. And Starhawk, too... You did bring your nmen, after all." The Eagle's
swarthy face was grinmed with blood and dirt in the torchlight, the swirling,
pet al -edged crests of his helnet torn and hacked with battle, their dark blue
edges bl ack in places and dripping; but through it all, his grin was no | ess
bri ght.

"Let us out of here," Sun WIf said in a voice that shook. This is no tine for



fighting."

"No?" One black browlifted. "The nuuwa seemall to have gone crazy, but we
shoul d be able to drive themoff the walls without rmuch trouble. Altiokis
shoul d be pl eased to hear—

"Aitiokis is dead," the WIf whispered, fighting to keep his thoughts clear
and to keep the words that he spoke his own and not those that crowded,

unbi dden and unknown, to his throat. H's harsh voice had turned slow and
stamering, picking at his words. "Hi s power is broken for good—there's no
need to fight—ust let us out..."

The nercenary captain smled slowy; one of his men | aughed. Sheera nmade a
nmove to draw her sword, and Starhawk caught her wrist, knowing it would do no
good.

"Quite a convincing tale," the Dark Eagle said. "But considering that | have

here ny lord Tarrin's |ady—Ao uncomon general, | mght add, ny |ady—not to
mention the witch who led the mners through the traps and into the Ctadel —+f
my lord is dead, which I have yet to believe, the power he wielded will be up

for the taking. W can—

"I'f you can touch the power he had, it will snuff your brains out like a
candle flame," the WIf said harshly. "Go down the corridor and through the
door. Look through that pox-rotten glass of his—took at what you see. Then
cone back, and we'll talk about power!" His voice was trenbling with strain
and rage, his brain blinded with the effort of holding itself together against
those tearing, muttering, black roots that were thrusting it apart. "Now | et
us the hell out of here, unless you want that Thing in there to take root in
nmy brain as it did in his!"

The Dark Eagle stood for a moment, staring up into Sun Wl f's face, into the
hagri dden, hal f-mad, yellow eye that stared fromthe nass of clotted cuts,
stubble, and filth. The captain's own face, under the soot and grine of

battl e, was snooth, an unreadabl e bl ank. Then w thout a word, he signed to his
men to let Sun Wl f and the wonmen pass. The Dark
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Eagl e turned and wal ked down the corridor toward Altiokis' observation room

Sun Wbl f had no recoll ection of passing the gate of the Inner Citadel or
crossing the causeway over the fosse that was littered with the bodies of the
slain. The nen the Dark Eagle had sent to guard themhalted at the far end of
t he causeway, and the Wl f slunped down in the shadows of the turreted gates,
wi th his back against the raw, powder-burned stone. Looking back, he could see
the lowers of the Inner Citadel alive with men and nuuwa, fighting in the
corridors or looting the gilded halls. The shrieking cane to himin a vast,
chaotic din, and the shivering air was rank with the snoke of burning. The

si nki ng sunlight gilded huge, billow ng clouds of snmoke that poured, black or
white, fromthe tower w ndows. Heat danced above the walls, and now and then a
man or a nuuwa woul d come running in flanes fromsone inner hall, to fal
scream ng over the parapet, gleam ng against the sunset like a brand. In the
direction of the distant sea, torn rags of cloud covered the sky. It would be
a night of storm

Wnd touched his face, the breath of the nountains, polluted by the stinks of
battle. Everything seemed renote to him |ike sonething viewed through a heavy
| ayer of black glass. He wondered idly if that had been how thi ngs appeared to
Al tiokis—unreal, a little meaningless. No wonder he had sought the grossest



and nost inmmedi ate sensations; they were all he could fee!. O had his
per ceptions changed after he had given up?

Dar kness seemed to be closing in on Sun Wl f. He reached out blindly, not

whol ly certain what it was that he sought, and a | ong, bony hand gripped his.
The pressure of Starhawk's strong fingers helped clear his mnd. H's remaining
eye net hers; her face appeared cal munder the mask of filth and cuts; the
sunset light was |ike brinstone on her colorless hair. Against the grime, her
eyes appeared col orl ess, too, clear as water

Beyond her, around them the women stood |ike a bodyguard, their own bl ood and
that of their enenmies vivid on their |inbs against the rock dust of the mnes.
He was aware of Yirth watching him arns fol ded, those sea-col ored eyes intent
upon his face; he wondered if, when his nmind gave up and was drowned in

bl ackness, she would kill him

He hoped so. His hand tightened over Starhawk's.

There was a brief struggle on the far end of the causeway. A sword flashed in
the sinking Iight; one of the soldiers at that
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,i,:%nd, in the arnor of Altiokisl private troops, went staggering .over the
edge into the ditch.

The Dark Eagle cane striding back, sheathing his sword as be picked his way
carefully across the makeshift of rope and pole that had been thrown up to
repl ace the burned drawbridge. Under the tattered wack of his torn hel met
crests, his face was green-white and gray about the nouth, as if he had just
got done heaving up his farthest guts. The dying sunlight caught on the gilded
hel met spi ke as on a spear

When he came near, he asked, "How do you nean to destroy it?"

"Light the powder," Sheera said. "Tarrin and the nmen are clear of the place
now. "

"There are nuuwa all over the corridors,"” the Eagle informed her, speaking as
he m ght speak to any other captain. And so she | ooked, Sun Wl f thought, with
her hal f-unravel ed brai ds and bl ack | eat her breast guards, her perilous beauty
all splattered with bl ood. "By God and God's Mdther, |'ve never seen such a
helI! You'll never get back to put a fuse to it. And even if you did..."

"The Wl f can light it," Starhawk said quietly. "From here."

The Dark Eagl e | ooked down curiously at the slunped figure propped anong the
worren against the wall. Hi s blue eyes narrowed. "His Nibs was right, then," he
sai d.

Sun Wl f nodded- Fire and cold were consum ng his flesh; voices echoed to him
pi ping and far away. The shadow of the tower already lay |ong over the fosse

and touched himlike a finger of the com ng darkness.

Fumblingly, as if in a drugged nightmare, he began to put together the picture
of the observation roomin his mind

He could not see it clearly—there were nuuwa there, shanbling over everything,



bl undering into walls, shrieking at their mndl ess brother and maker, who
cl awed and screaned through the black glass. He fornmed the shadows in his
m nd, the shapes of the powder sacks, the harsh lines of the broken chair..

The i mages bl urred.
Suddenly sharp, he saw them fromthe other side of the w ndow.

He pushed the image away with an al nost physical violence. It intruded itself
into his mnd again, |ike a weapon pushed into his hands. But he knew if he
grasped that weapon, he would never be able to light the flane.

Bot h i mages di ed. He found hinsel f huddl ed, shaking and
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dripping with sweat, in the blue shadow of the tower, the cold wi nd |icking at
his chilled flesh. He whispered, "I can't."

St arhawk was hol ding his hands. Trenbling as if with fever, he raised his head
and | ooked at the setting sun, which seemed to |ie straight over the nmountain

hori zon now, glaring at himlike a baleful eye. He tried to piece together the
i mage of the roomand had it unravel in his hands into darkness. He shook his

head. "I can't."

"All right," the Hawk said quietly. "There's tine for me to go in with a
fuse.™

It would have to be a short fuse, he thought... There were nuuwa everywhere
If she didn't get out by the time it went off...

There would be no tinme for her to get out before the sun set. And it was quite
possi bl e that she knew it.

"No," he whispered as she turned to go. He heard her steps pause. "No," he
said in a stronger voice. He closed his eyes, calling nothing yet, |osing
hinself in a chill, sounding darkness. He heard her conme back, but she did not
touch him would not distract him

Smal |, single, and precise he called it, not in pieces but all at once—+oom
shadows, chair, powder, w ndow, nuuwa, darkness. He summopned the reality in
his mind, distant and glittering as an inage seen in fire, and touched the
gray cotton of the sacks with a licking breath of fire. The nuuwa, startled by
t he sudden heat, drew back.

The t hunderous roar of the explosion jerked the ground beneath him The noise
of it slammed into his skull. Through his closed eyes, he could see stones

| eapi ng outward, sunlight smashing into the centuries of darkness... |ight

ri ppi ng where that darkness had taken hold of his brain.

He renmenbered scream ng, but nothing after that.

CHAPTER
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her long |l egs and tucked her bare feet up under the tunmble of sheets and
flowered silk quilts at the end of the bed. Against the dark enbroidery of her
shirt and the gaily inlaid bedpost at her back, she | ooked bl eached, clean as
crystal, renote as the winter sky, with her |ong, bony hands fol ded around her
knees. "Anmber Eyes had a picked squad of the prettiest girls—G|den and
Wlarne were two of them—and they tarted thenselves up and went in first, to
slit the throats of the gate guards before they knew what was happeni ng. The
alarmwas out after that, but it was too late to keep the troop out of the

m nes; once we'd nmade it to the first of the arnories and Tarrin got his nen
rallied, it was easy."

Sun Wbl f nodded. From | ong professional association, he understood what

St ar hawk neant by easy. The woren all bore wounds of hard fighting. Twel ve of
the fifty had died in the darkness of the m nes, never know ng whether their
cause woul d succeed or not. But the fight had been straightforward, with a

cl ear goal. He doubted whether either Starhawk or Sheera had ever questioned
their eventual victory.

He | eaned back against the silken bolsters and blinked sleepily at the
prinrose sunlight that sparkled so heatiessly on the di anond- paned wi ndows.
Waking in this room he had not been certain of his surroundings. It turned
out that this was Sheera's best guest room and that armused him Never in his
stay in Sheera's househol d had he been permtted inside the
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mai n house. He had half expected to wake up in the loft over the orangery
agai n.

Sheera had not yet cone.

"She'll be at the coronation,” Starhawk said. "It killed ne to mss it, but
Yirth said she'd rather not have you left alone. Yirth stayed with you
yesterday when | went to the weddi ng—Sheera and Tarrin's, | mean. There was a

hel | of a dust kicked up over it with the parlianent, because Tarrin and
Sheera insisted that they be married first and then crowned as joint rulers,
rather than have Tarrin crowned King and then take Sheera as Queen Consort."

She shrugged. "Parliament's neeting this afternoon, and there'll be a

t own-wi de gorge on free food and wine all night to celebrate. Tonorrow, if
you're up to it, you'll be received by Tarrin and Sheera in the Cathedra
Square. "

He nodded, identifying at last the faint wi sps of noise that had forned a
background to the room It was nusic and cheers, conming fromthe direction of
the Gand Canal. If the town had found tine to reorganize itself for

cel ebrations, he realized, he nmust have been unconscious for |onger than he
had t hought .

He smiled, picturing to hinmself the jewel-box vaults of the Cathedral of the
Three and Sheera in a gown of gold. Drypettis had been nore right than she
knew. Sheera was worthy to be Queen—but Queen on her own ternms and not on any
man's. He was gl ad she'd achieved it, no matter what the hapless Tarrin had
felt on the subject.

"What do you think of her?" he asked. "Sheera, | nean."

St arhawk | aughed. "I |ove her," she said. "She's the dammedest woman |'ve ever
met. She's a good general, too, you know, easily better than Tarrin. She



al ways had her forces at her fingertips—always knew what was going on. Even in
the worst of it, getting through the traps that guarded the ways up to the
Citadel, she never batted an eye. Yirth showed her the true way, and she
followed, through illusion and fire and all hell else. The rest had no choice
but to do the sane.”

Sun Wbl f grinned and reached up to touch the bandage over his eye that would
soon be replaced by the patch that he would wear for life. "Even a man's
deepest fear of magic," he said in his hoarse voice, "isn't strong enough to
make himadnmit that he's afraid to foll ow where a wonman | eads."

One of those dark, strong eyebrows noved up. "You think | haven't capitalized
on that ever since you nade ne a squad cap-lain? One nenory |'Il always
cherish is the ook on the face of Wlarne M Tree's husband when they met in
the battle in the tun-
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nels. It was a toss-up whether he'd die of a stroke induced by outrage or I'd
di e | aughing. She all but hacked the armoff a m ne guard who had him
cornered-she's wi cked with that hal bred of hers—and he | ooked as indi gnant,
when he finally recognized her, as if she'd made a grab at himin the street."

Sun Wbl f | aughed. "I suspected Sheera would be a good fighting general," he
said. "But sending her green into her first battle—and an underground one

i nvol ving magic at that—n charge of fifty- other people, would be one hell of
an expensive way to find out I was wong."

"You know, " Starhawk said thoughtfully, "I always did suspect you were a
fraud." The gray eyes net his, wyly anused. "The hardest-headed nercenary in
the business..."

"Well, | was," he said defensively.

"Real | y?" Her voice was cool. "Then why didn't you sneak off to Altiokis first
thing and offer to trade information about the whol e organi zation for the
antidote? It would have got you out."

Sun Wl f colored strangely in the pale, butter-colored sunlight. In a snall
voi ce, he answered her. "I couldn't have done that."

She extended her foot like a hand and patted the lunmp of his knee under the
covers. "I know. " She snmiled, got to her feet, and wal ked to the wi ndow. The
shadows of the lattice crisscrossed her face and her short, sulfurous hair.
Over her shoul der, she said to him "The Dark Eagl e says there's going to be
years' worth of pickings, with Altiokis' enpire broken up. Tarrin told nme this
nmorning they' d gotten news of a revolt in Kilpithie. You know they |ynched
Governor Stirk—the man Altiokis appointed here in Derroug Dru's place. There's
already war in the North between Altiokis' appointees in Racken Scrag and the
mount ai n Thanes. Wth the fortune Altiokis amassed in a hundred and fifty
years, the noney will be incredible.”

Her back was to him only a part of her face visible, edged in the colors of
t he wi ndow; her quiet voice was neutral

Sun Wl f said, "You know | can't go back, Hawk."

She turned to face him "Wiere will you go?"



He shook his head. "I don't know. To Wynde, at first. To let Ari know I'm
alive and to turn the troop over to him To give Fawn noney."

"To pay her off, you nean?"

There was a tinme when he woul d have | ashed back at those words, no matter who
had said them |et alone Starhawk, who had never criticized his dealings with
wonen before. Now he
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only | ooked down at his hands and said quietly, "Yes." After a nonent, he
rai sed his head and met her eyes again. "I didn't treat her badly, you know. "

"No, "the Hawk said. "You never treated any of thembadly."

It was the first tine he had heard bitterness—er any other enotion, for that
matter—n her voice. Ii both stung himand relieved him to |let himknow where
she stood.

"Do you blame me for it?" he asked.
"Yes," Starhawk said pronptly. "Conpletely illogically, since | was the one
who never told you that 1 |oved you—but yes."

Sun Wl f was silent, trying to choose his words carefully. Wth any of his

ot her wormen, he woul d have fallen back on the easier ploys of charm or
excused hinself on the grounds of his own philandering nature. But this wonan
he knew too well to believe that her |ove for himwuld keep her by his side
if he was anything other than straightforward with her. Wth any of his other
worren, he realized that it had not nuch mattered to hi mwhether they stayed by
himor not. The last several nonths had taught himthat he did not want to
live without Starhawk in his life.

At last, finding no adequate way to excuse hinmself, he only said, "I'msorry |
hurt you. | wouldn't have done it knowi ngly." He hesitated, funbling for
words. "I dun't want to have to do this to Fawn, because | know she is fond of
me—

"Fawn," Starhawk said quietly, "loved you enough to | eave the troop and cone

with nme to ook for you. She traveled with ne as far as Pergem s. She |oved
you very nuch, Wl f."

He heard her use the past tense and felt both sadness for that gentle girl and
shame. Shane because he had, in fact, |loved Fawn no nore than a kitten, no
nore than he had | oved the others—G |den, WIlame, Anber Eyes, or any of his
concubi nes before. "What happened in Pergem s?" he asked.

"She married a nerchant,"” Starhawk replied calmy.

Sun Wl f | ooked up at her, the expression of hurt vanity on his face al npst
comi cal

St arhawk continued. "Farstep and Sons, spices, furs, and onyx. She said she
woul d rather marry into a firmof merchants than be the mstress of the
richest nmercenary in creation, and to tell you the truth, I can't say that |
bl ame her. | was asked to stay there nyself,” the Hawk went on in a softer



voi ce. "I thought about it. W had |lost so nuch time, | don't think she ever
t hought you'd come out of this alive."
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"She wasn't alone in that opinion," the Wlf gromed. "WII| he be good to
her ?"

"Yes." Starhawk thought of that tall stone house near the Pergem s quays, of
Pel Farstep in her tall hood and el aborately wought wi dow s coif, and of Ram
and Inmber and Oris, snmoking and arguing in front of the hearth, amid a great
brangl e of children and dogs. Anyog shoul d never have left there, she thought,
and then wondered whet her he woul d have been any happier |iving anong them
constantly than she woul d have been, had she given up her quest and accepted
Ram s | ove.

She realized she had been too long silent. Sun Wl f was watching her, curious
and concerned at the change that had cone over her face. She said to him
"They are good people, WIf. They're the kind of people whose hones we've

| oot ed and whose throats we've slit for years. | can't go back to our old life
in Wynde any nore than you can."

She wal ked back to the bed and | eaned her shoul der agai nst the gay carvings of
the inlaid pillar, her long fingers lying among the curved patterns of ivory
and gold, |ike sonething wought there of alabaster, the strong knuckl es and
wri nkl ed, pink war scars like the work of a master craftsnan agai nst the
alternati on of abal one and ebony. "So here we are," she said ironically. "Your
father was right. Wlf. W've been spoiled for our trade by |ove and magic."

He shrugged, |eaning back agai nst the shadowy silk of the many pillows. "Looks
as if we'll have to seek a newtrade. O | wll, anyway."

He reached up and touched the eye bandage again. As he suspected, his depth
percepti on was conpletely gone. He'd have to retrain hinmself w th weapons to
conpensate, if he ever wanted to fight again. "Sheera told you what happened
to me that night in the pit?" he asked.

St ar hawk nodded, w t hout comment.

"Yirth was right. | need to find a teacher, Hawk. | feel the Power wthin ne;
there are things that I know 1 can do, but | dare not. 1 don't want to becone
like Altiokis. | need to find soneone to teach me to use nmy powers wi thout

destroyi ng everyone and everything | touch. And the dammed thing is, | don't
know where to look. Yirth was cut off fromthe line of her master's

mast er s—Afti okis managed to wi pe out nost of the lines. I'lIl have to
search—and | have no idea where that search will take ne."

He paused, studying that calm unexpressive face that

o pr._"
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wat ched himin the shadows of the bed canopy. He scanned the strength of its

bone structure under the straight reddi sh mark of a war scar, where once her
cheek and jaw had been |l aid open to the bone, fighting to get himoff a



battl efield when he'd been wounded, and the cool, snpbke-gray eyes that seened
to look at all things—ncluding his soul and hers—with such lucid calm

Then he gathered all his courage into his hands and asked, "WII| you conme wth
me? It will be a long search. It could take years, but..."

"Wl f," she said softly, "years with you is all 1've ever wanted,"
She came quietly around the end of the bed and into his arns.

He was received by Tarrin and Sheera in a public cerenonial in the Cathedra
Square the foll owi ng day.

The cold and rains of winter had changed, seemingly overnight, into the first
breath of spring. The w ndl ess bal m ness of the norning had a frost-edge
sparkle to it, but the crowds that filled the square before the Cathedral of
the Three all seened to be wearing flowers on their shoul ders, bosons, and
hat bands, |ike the pledge of beauty to come. Sun Wl f saw that nost of the
worren wore what had cone to be called the new node, the flowi ng and
easy-moving lines introduced by the fighting wonen. The men, laced into

whal eboned and padded doublets, |ooked as if they were far thinner than they
had been when they had worn that finery last. The faces of the men were pal e;
t hose of the wonen, brown.

The thirty-odd surviving nenbers of Sheera's corps, he saw, were standing in a
body at the foot of the Cathedral steps, about where Drypettis had gotten him
arrested the nmorning he had gone to ask Yirth to give himhis freedom
Drypettis was not anong them though Starhawk had told himlast night that the
worman who had betrayed him had come to make her bow to Tarrin at the new
King's official reception into the city. She was, after all, the |ast
representative of the nost ancient and honorabl e House in Mandrigyn.

"I was half afraid she would kill herself,"” he had said when Starhawk had told
him renmenbering the numerous, ugly scenes he had witnessed and heard of

bet ween Dm and Sheera. "Not that she didn't deserve thrashing—but it wouldn't
have done Sheera any good. She was fond of the little snirp."

St ar hawk had shaken her head with a wy grin. "Drypettis
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js far too vain to kill herself," she'd said. "In fact, I"'mnot entirely
certain she's even conscious that she did wong. She still |ooked upon war as

somet hing that gentlefol k—particul arly wonen—hired the ruder classes to do for
them not go out and do thensel ves. She honestly thought that Sheera had
sullied herself and prostituted her soul by becoming a soldier. No, Drypettis
will go to her grave believing herself ill-done-by, walling herself tighter
and tighter into her own world of the past glories of her House, and exulting
in her reputation as one of the original conspirators to the end."

On the way to the square, the gondola in which Sun Wl f and Starhawk were
riding had passed the House of Dm the only one of those marble-fronted

pal aces of the old nmerchant nobility to be undecorated and wi thout a hundred
wat chers on every one of its tiered, trellised bal conies. As Sheera's servants
had pol ed the graceful boat past, they had heard rnusic played in one of the
roons above; a single harpsichord, pure, lilting, and disinterested.

The ot her wonen were there, massed together as they had been that first night



in the orangery, their eyes bright as they followed Sun Wl f's nmovenents. He
saw Wlarne MTree with G lden, Eo, and Tisa. Across the square, he saw a nan
whom he vaguely recogni zed as Wl arne's husband with their stiff-necked,

twel ve-year-old son, |ooking haughty and unconfortable. He though! WIarne

| ooked worn, her eyes stained with . the blue snmudges of fatigue. Here was
one, at |east, whose reunion had been | ess than peaceful. But she still stood
with the wonen rather than with her fanmly, and her menfol k did not | ook happy
about this in the |east.

There were others of the wonen who | ooked the same. But Anber Eyes and Denga
Key were |ike newl yweds in black velvet. Denga Rey glittered in her new
panoply as Captain of the City Guards.

Yirth was there, too, standing a little to one side, her bony hands tucked
into the star-stitched sl eeves of her night-blue gown, her dark hair braided
back, her face showing fully in daylight for the first time since the Wl f had
known her—perhaps for the first tine in her life. Even at a distance, before
he realized what had changed about her, he knew she had passed through the
Great Trial, sonetinme while he had been ill, and had grasped the wi der
under st andi ng of such magi c as she had been taught. The change was clear in
her carriage and in her sea-colored eyes. Sun Wl f was quite close to her
before he realized that the birthmark which
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had marred her face was gone, |leaving only a faint shadow of a scar. It was,
he thought, probably the first thing that she had done when she had the Power.

Near the wonen were the Thanes, and he glinpsed Lady Wi nshardin anong them
haughty as an enpress in her barbaric splendor, with marigolds in her white
hair. Her gaze crossed his, and she winked at him to the evident scandal of a
podgy young man at her side who was obvi ously her son

On the other side of the Cathedral steps, the dark-robed nmenbers of the
parliament were banked, nobst of themstill with the pal e conpl exi ons and
cal |l oused hands of their forner trade of deep-rock gold miners. Between the
worren and the parliament, Tarrin and Sheera stood |ike snow and flane, blazing
with the pride of their |love and triunph.

Clothed in the white silk majesty of his office, Tarrin of the House of Her,
Ki ng of Mandrigyn, was no longer a dusty, quick-noving little man in a griny

| oincloth, but a very elegant prince indeed. Against the miner's pallor of his
face, his hair was a gol den mane, a shade darker than Amnber Eyes'; but of very
much the same texture, rough and springing; his eyes were vivid blue. The
festoons of lace that fell fromhis sleeves covered the shackle galls on his
wrists. Beside him Sheera was an idol in bullion-stitched gold, her high
close-fitting lace collar not quite concealing the bandages underneath. Sun
Wl f remenbered seeing the sword cut on her shoul der and breast when they'd
been together in the Citadel and thinking that she would carry the scar to her
grave.

Most of the wonmen who had been at the storming of the mines would bear such
scars.

Sun Wl f and Starhawk came forward to the foot of the steps. Carpets of
eastern work had been laid down on the pavenent and on the steps above,
crimson and royal blue, scattered with roses and daffodils. The roaring of
voi ces silenced as the rulers of Mandrigyn descended the steps; a hush fel
over the square.



Tarrin's face was set and expressionless as he held out his hands to Sun Wl f.
In his right hand was a parchrment scroll, the seals of the city dangling from
it by purple ribbons; he made no ot her gesture of wel cone.

Sun Wl f took the scroll doubtfully, nmen glanced at Tarrin, puzzled.
"Read it," the King said, then swall owed.
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Sun Wbl f unrolled it and read. Then he | ooked up fromthe parchnent, too
i ncredul ous even to be shocked.

"You what ?" he demanded.
St ar hawk | ooked around his shoul der quickly. "Wat is it?"
Sun Wl f held it out to her. "lIt's an order of bani shnent."

"It's whatT She took it, scanned it over, then | ooked up disbelievingly at the
Wl f, at Tarrin, and at Sheera, who stood | ooking off into the distance, her
face an expressionl ess bl ank.

Sun Wl f's single eye glittered, yell ow and dangerous; his raw voice was |ike
metal scraping. "I did not ask to come here," he said quietly to Tarrin, "and
in the course of this winter I have lost nmy eye, | have |lost ny voice, and
have damed near lost nmy life five tines over." H's voice was rising to an
angry roar. "All for the sake of saving your lousy city. And you have the

unm tigated and brass-faced nerve to bani sh ne?"

To do himcredit, Tarrin did not flinch in front of what ended as a harsh
vul ture scream of outrage; when he spoke, his voice was quiet. "It was voted
upon yesterday in parlianent,” he said. "I'mafraid the—the original neasure
was much nore punitive."

The paper read:

By Order and Fiat of the Parliament of Mandrigyn, Month of Gebnion, First Year
of the Reign of Tarrin Il of the House of Her and Sheera, his wife: Be it
herei n procl ai med that the bounds and gates of Mandrigyn are closed to one Sun
Wl f, wizard and fornmerly captain of nmercenaries, residing at one tine in
Wynde in the North; that as fromthis day he is banished fromthe Gty of
Mandrigyn and all the | ands appertaining to that City, and all the | ands that
hereinafter will becone sway of that City, in perpetuity. This by reason of
his flagrant violation of the laws of the Gty of Mandrigyn, and for his
wanton corruption of the norals of the |ladies of Mandrigyn. Be it known that
hereafter fromthis day, if he sets foot upon the lands of the Gty of

Mandrigyn, he will becone liable for the full penalties for these his crines.
TARRIN 11, KING SHEERA, H S W FE
"It neans," Starhawk said, with quiet anusement, into Sun
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Wl f's dunbf ounded sil ence, "that you taught the | adies of Mandrigyn to bear
arns. "



The Wl f gl anced at her and back at the King. Tarrin was | ooking deeply
enbar r assed.

"I'f I hadn't taught your ladies to bear arns,"” the WIf said in a tight,
deadly voice, "you and all the nenbers of your pox-rotted parlianment woul d
still be tapping great big rocks into wee small rocks in the dark at the
bottom of Altiokis' mnes, wthout hope of seeing the sunlight again."

"Captain Sun Wl f," Tarrin said in his light voice, "believe nme, your deeds
toward the Gty of Mandrigyn have earned the gratitude of our citizens, down

t hrough many generations. | amsure that once the present social disruptions
arrange thensel ves, the order will be rescinded, and I will be able to wel cone
you as befits—=

"Soci al disruptions?' the WIf demanded.

Behind him he heard Starhawk give a very unwarriorlike chuckle. "He nmeans,"”
she said, "that the ladies won't turn back control of the city, or of the

busi nesses, or go back to wearing veils, and the nmen aren't pl eased about that
at all."”

Tarrin went on. "The social order of Mandrigyn is built upon generations of
traditions.” There was a thread of desperation in his voice.
"The—reper cussi ons—ef your action, |audable and necessary though it was, have
br ought not hi ng but chaos and confusion to every household in the city."

St arhawk' s voi ce was armused. "I think the men are out for your bl ood. Chief.
And | can't really say that | blane them'

"That's ridiculous!" the WIf said angrily. "There weren't above fifty wonen
in the poxy troop! And the wonen had started to take over running the

busi nesses of the city fromthe mnute the nmen marched off to fight their
witless war! Hell, nost of the crew of the ship that brought nme here were
skirts! And anyway, it wasn't ny idea..."

"The fact remains,"” Tarrin said, "that it was you who school ed the wonen in
these— He glanced at the gl owering nenbers of his parlianent. "—dnseemy
arts; and you who encouraged themto consort with gladiators and prostitutes.™
Sun Wl f's voice was a croaking roar of rage, "And |'m bei ng bani shed for

t hat ?"

"Not only for that," Sheera said quietly. Under the rose and gold of her
painted lids, her eyes were touched with sonmething that was not quite sadness,
but not quite cynicismeither. "And it isn't only the men who want to see you
go. Captain. Do you
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have any concept of what has happened in this city? W were all of us raised
to participate in a dance—the nen to cherish, the wonen to be cherished in
return, the men to rule and work, the wonen to be protected and sheltered. W
knew what we were—we had harnony in those times, Captain.

"W have all passed through a hell of terror and pain, of toil and despair.
We—TFarrin and |, and every man and every woman—fought not only for our city
but for the dreamof that way of life, that dance. W thought that with
victory, all that old confort of being what we were raised to be would be



restored. But the nmen have returned to find the dreamthat sustained themin
the m nes forever broken. The wonmen— She paused, then went on, her voice

| evel and cool. "Mst of those women who did not fight did not even want what
has happened. They wanted to be free of Altiokis, but not at the price that we
have forced themto pay. W have pushed chaos and struggle into their lives

wi t hout their consent. You yourself, Captain, and your |ady, know that you
cannot unknow what you know. And even those who fought find victory an

anbi guous fruit to the taste.”

As if against his will, the Wlf's eyes went to where Wl ane's husband and son
stood wi thout her, their eyes both sullen and confused. How many others of the
troop, he wondered, would nmeet with that mngling of outrage and

i nconmprehendi ng hurt? Not only fromthose close to them he now saw-Hrot only
fromthe men. Most of the women in the crowmd were silent and | ooked across at
himand at the | adies he had trained with wariness and di sapproval, with the
anger of those who had sonething taken fromthem wi thout their consent and who
did not want what was offered in return. The seeds of bitterness were sown and
could not be picked out of the soil again.

And, logically, he saw that he was the only one they coul d bani sh. He was not
the disrupter of the dance, but he was the only one of those new and uneasy
things that they could dispose of without tearing still further the already
riven fabric of their Ilives.

He | ooked back at the young man before him clothed in the stiff white
cerenonial garb of the ruler of the city, and felt an unexpected stab of pity
for the poor devil who would have to sort out the ungodly nmess. At |east he
and Starhawk could get on their horses and ride away fromit—and there was a
good deal to be said sinply for that. He grinned and held out his hand.
Tarrin, who had been watching his face with sone trepidation visible beneath
hi s own cal m expressi on rel axed
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and returned the snile and the handcl asp with broken-knuckl ed, pick-call oused
Fi ngers.

"Along with the curses of parliament," Tarrin said quietly, "1 give you ny
per sonal thanks."

"OF the two, that's what matters.” The Wbl f gl anced over his shoul der at the
sound of hooves clicking on the pavenent behind them The crowd opened in a
long aisle, fromthe steps where they stood to the flower-tw ned stone

| acework of the Spired Bridge, which | ed toward the Col den Gate of the city
and to the countryside beyond. Down it, a couple of pages in the livery of the
city were | eading two horses, with saddl ebags al ready packed and the Wl f's
and Starhawk's weapons strapped to the cantles. One of the pages, it anused
himto see, was Sheera's daughter, Trella.

Wth a mercenary's typical preoccupation, Starhawk gave one of the saddl ebags
an experinental prod. It clinked faintly, and Sun Wl f asked, "All ten

t housand t here?" That was a patent inpossibility; no horse in creation could
have carried the unwi el dy bul k of that rmuch gold,

"The rest of the noney will be forwarded to you at Wynde, Captain," Sheera
said, "as soon as it can be raised by parlianent. Have no fear of that."

Looking fromher calmy enigmatic face to the disgruntled countenances of the
menbers of parlianment, the Wolf only nuttered to Starhawk, "Were have we
heard that before?"



She swung lightly into the saddle, her fair hair catching the sunlight |ike
pale silk. "What the hell does it matter?" she asked. "W're not going back
mere, anyway."

The Wl f thought about that and realized that she was right. He had sold his
sword for the last tinme—ike the wonen, |ike Starhawk, he was no | onger what
he had been. "No," he said quietly. "No, 1 don't suppose we are." Then he
grinned to himself, nounting, and reined back to where Tarrin and Sheera stil
stood at the foot of the steps. Sun Wl f held out his hand. "My | ady Sheera?"

Sheera of Mandrigyn cane forward and rai sed her |ace-gloved hand for his
formal kiss. In fornmer days he woul d have asked the perm ssion of Tarrin, but
the King said no word, and the glance Sheera cast them sil enced the
parliament, like a spell of dumbness . For the first time since he had seen
them together. Sun Wl f noticed that Sheera stood an inch or so taller than
Tarrin.

He bent fromthe saddl e and touched her knuckles to his lips. Their eyes
met —but if she had any regrets, or w shed
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for things between themto be or to have been other than they were, he could
find no trace of it in that serene and haughty gaze. She was Sheera of

Mandri gyn, and no one woul d ever see her with nud and rain and sweat on her
face again.

He said softly, "Don't let the men get your |adi es down, Conmander."
She el evated a cont enptuous eyebrow. "What makes you think they coul d?"

The Wl f | aughed. He found that he could take a great deal of pleasure in
seei ng those he | oved behave exactly like thenselves. "Nothing," he said. "My
your ancestors bless you, as you will bless those who foll ow you w th bl ood
and spirit."

He reined his horse away; but as he did so, Starhawk rode forward and | eaned
to take Sheera's hand. A few words were exchanged; then, in a very unqueenly
gesture, Sheera sl apped Starhawk's knee, and Starhawk | aughed. She rode back
to himat a decorous wal k; the crowd noved aside again to let themride from
the city.

As they noved under the flanboyant turrets of the Spired Bridge, Sun Wl f
whi spered, "Wat did she say to you?"

Starhawk glanced at himin the shadows, her w de, square shoul ders and pal e
hair sil houetted agai nst the rai nbow colors of the throng they had just left.
Past her, the Wl f could still see Tarrin and Sheera, two glittering dolls
beneath the scintillating bulk of the Cathedral of Mandrigyn.

"She told ne to | ook after you," the Hawk said.

Sun Wl f's spine stiffened with indignation. "She told you to | ook after ne
on

Her grin was white in the gloomof the covered bridge. "Race you to the city
gates."

To those standing in the great square of the Cathedral, all that could be



heard of the departure of Sun WIf and Starhawk fromthe town was the sudden
t hunder of gall oping hooves in the tunnel of the enclosed bridge and, like an
echo, a drift of unseemy | aughter
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