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        To Teri Smith

        Go, blithe spirit. You were a joy to know.

        And I look forward to seeing your smile again.
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      I woke from a fuzzy trance with my mead-filled head ringing and four Hain Guards seeking to separate said head from my shoulders.

      In strictest point of fact, they did not seek to kill me. They sought to kill the barbarian whose pocket I had picked last night, and I dove into the fray without realizing it, still half-asleep. The case could further be made that things became a general mess because of one small reflexive action.

      I am not my usual charming self with my head pounding like Baiiar drums and my mouth full of foul Kshanti camel-piss, and I was a bit more enthusiastic than ’twas necessary. As I wiped my dotanii, after the last Hain lay flopping and gasping on the floor, I finally had a chance to look about me.

      I had killed three of them, two with short thrusts and one with the piri-splitter cut, carving half his face off. He drowned in his own blood.

      The tavern’s commonroom was full of patrons who had either slept through the fray or pretended to. Nevertheless, there was a wide space around the table I had used—leaping atop it to get some altitudegain the high ground, while smashing a Hain on the head with a crockery tankard—and I remembered a general scurry from the vicinity as soon as my eyes opened and my sword cleared its sheath. It says something for my reputation that I am allowed to sleep in a tavern commonroom unmolested—and without my pocket being picked.

      I dropped down to the rough, splintered floor of the commonroom, my dotanii sliding back into its sheath. I considered spitting as I strode for the door, decided against it. My mouth tasted foul, but spitting here might start another fight.

      “Off so soon?” A low male voice with a strange guttural accent, behind me. My mind automatically catalogued it—barbarian.

      Which only meant the speaker was not of any race or language I knew offhand. There are many in the wide, wide world.

      “Go and bugger yourself,” I tossed back over my shoulder, “unless you want the same done to you as those poor bastards.”

      “Ye saved me life, wench, after ye picked me pocket last night. Even enough. So where are ye off to?”

      I turned on my heel, and my reply died in my throat. That barbarian. The huge one.

      He bore a startling resemblance to the puppets of giants traveling Tsaoganhi use in their shows. Frizzy ginger eyebrows and a huge bushy beard, blunt fingers wrapped around an axe haft, and a bloody bandage around his even-bushier ginger head completed the picture. He had been left unmolested with his tankard last night, except for my quick fingers as he brushed past my table. The small blade fitted over my finger had cut into his trousers, and I had nimbly picked his pocket clean, without even knowing quite why I bothered.

      I drew in a deep breath. “I desire a bath, and I need some kafi, and I wish for peace and quiet. So go bugger yourself.”

      With that, I turned and stamped out the door, doing my level best not to flinch when the early-morning sunlight speared my skull. It reminded me of S’tai, and fighting with the Sun in my eyes, the screams of the wounded…

      I shook the memory away, stepped over the threshold and out onto the street⁠—

      —right into the path of a full cadre of Hain Guards.

      We stared at each other, one tired, hung-over sellsword thief and fifteen Hain Guards in full leather armor, with pikes, crossbows, and swords, not to mention daggers.

      “Oh, Mother’s tits.” I put my palms together and gave a correct little bow. “A good dawning to you, Dogs of the Most Beneficent Sunlord.”

      I received no answer but the sound of blades ringing free of their sheaths. There was a roar from behind me and the ginger-haired barbarian charged the Hain Guards. He had the grace not to knock me over as he passed.

      I was about to turn and walk away.

      No, really, I was.

      Then I drew two knives, and flung them both. The two crossbowmen fell. Waste of good metal now if I did not finish the fight.

      I picked my moment and dove in. I received one nasty bruise on the right thigh from a stray kick, but the ginger-haired mountain bellowed like an ox and smacked that luckless Guard on his helmet with the butt-end of his axe. The Guard dropped like a stalled calf, blood dripping from his nose and mouth. I took two with quick fencing strokes, one with another short thrust to his lungs, the third was a good fighter and it took two passes before I could carve open his sword-arm, laying him open for the killing blow.

      I punched another Hain in the face, a short sharp strike finishing upward and driving his broken nasal bone into his brain. He dropped like a stunned ox as well.

      When it was done, I worked the second thrown knife back and forth against the suction of muscle in the crossbowman’s throat. I hate leaving knives behind, especially ones filed down to achieve the proper balance on. Good metal that does not need filing is a rarity.

      I faced the barbarian, breathing deeply, my ribs flaring. My sword was at waist-level, the blade slanting up, a guard position taught to me on a drillground in the dim dark ages of my childhood. In that long-ago time I held a wooden blade far too big for my hands, and my head ached far worse than now. The sharp thrill of combat had washed some of the pain from my hung-over mead-abused body.

      He stood with his axe hefted easily, and belched—a long resounding sound; I could almost taste his last night's dinner. “Guards.” He peeled the bloody bandage off his head. There was a nasty scrape along his right temple. It looked half-healed, but painful. “Want t’bet another cadre’s not on its way, lassie?”

      I would not lay odds on that, barbarian. “What do you want?”

      “T’get off this street and somewhere quiet, and get to know ye.” His eyes glittered under the bandage and the gingery hair. “Rainak Redfist, Clan Connaiot Crae. And ye?”

      Did I not tell you to go bugger yourself? Still, I had drawn blood on his behalf, and he looked spectacularly unfit for passing unnoticed here in Hain. “Kaia,” I said. “Come this way. And try to look innocent.”
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      I lay on my stomach, eyes closed, while Ch’li’s iron fingers worked down my back, easing out tension and knots. The massage oil was fragrant with linwood and citron, and I heaved a sigh. After a pot of kafi and a light breakfast, a bath and a massage was the perfect start to an otherwise unsatisfactory day.

      “I dinnae see how ye can stand that.” Redfist’s voice boomed across the tiled room. Water splashed from the fountain in the corner.

      “Barbarian,” Ch’li said, in singsong Kshanti. “Big red pig barbarian.” She sniffed, a sound of quiet disdain.

      “Quiet,” I said in Kshanti, repeated it in commontongue. “He cannot help it, Ch’li. I paid extra. Now cease your chattering, both of you.”

      A good massage, ruined. But when I finally rose from the table, the barbarian was asleep, slumped against the wall. I thought I would leave him there, decided not to, and prodded him with a foot after I dressed. Ch’li had disappeared. I would have to pay her double next time, to make up for having a smelly pig in the room.

      Kshanti are fastidious about everything but their liquor.

      “Come, Redfist.” I prodded him again. “Get up. ’Tis time to leave.”

      He groaned, and I kicked him for the third and last time. “I can very easily leave you here. Now come.” I heard thinly veiled impatience in my own voice, bit it back with an effort.

      He hauled himself to his feet, the wooden bench groaning as his weight left it. He almost knocked his head on the pretty porcelain lamp hanging from the roof. I snorted, and led him out through the bathhouse. The staff here knew my preferences, and did not cavil when I took the back way out—into an alley smelling of refuse. I set off at a brisk pace down the alley toward the Street of Delights. “I know a place we can rest you for a day or so. Then we shall take you from the city. Is it a bargain?”

      He made a short belching noise that might have been an affirmative.

      “I shall even refund you the contents of your pockets,” I added, charitably. The bath and massage had left me in an excellent mood, not to mention the light breakfast served at Ch’li’s bathhouse. And a pot of kafi. Fine stuff, even if it does smell of old socks.

      “Noble of ye, lass. Do not you e’en want t’ know what it is?” He sounded surprised.

      The contents of your pocket? Nothing of import, my fine red one. I reached the end of the alley and peered out onto the Street. “A lightmetal chain with a flawed crystal. Some streetseller’s gaud, no doubt. And a stunning array of ten copper sundogs, plus three silver kiyan. A key made of iron. ’Tis all you had in your pocket.”

      He laughed. “Aye, to those dinnae know how t’look. Ye can keep it, I mun well glad to be rid of it.”

      “Rid of what?” I pushed him back into the alley. A cadre was clattering in our direction, Sun gleaming off their high-peaked helms. “More Guards. Good gods, what did you do? Try to look inconspicuous.”

      He rolled his green eyes. His skin was like uncooked dough under the hair, and I wondered what it was like to see that paleness in a mirror. Or to have little Hain children point at you and giggle behind their hands. My own skin is an even caramel, closer to the Hain than his, and I still received my fair share of giggles. Mostly when I opened my mouth to speak, for my Hain was accented with the liquid vowels and sharp consonants of my homeland. I do not have the mouth-of-mush the Hain seem to prize.

      “Ye doan pass any more than I do, lassie,” he growled. The guard clicked by, marching in formation, their red-tasseled pikes raised. “Where d’ye hail from? I’m Skaialan born an’ raised.”

      “I can see that.” I peered after the Guards as they vanished around a corner. Now that he had told me, I could see the ruddiness and the clumsiness. I had never seen a Skaialan before, but everyone has seen streetplays with puppets of the giants. “Come, ’tis safe now.” I led him out onto the street. “And I repeat, rid of what?” I felt the hilt of a dagger with my left hand—something I only do when nervous. The smooth hilt is comforting under the fingers, and I have lived long by being close to steel when needed.

      “Rid of the cursed thing. That’s twice ye’ve fought at me side, lassie. Makes us shieldbrethren.”

      “None of your barbarian customs for me, thank you.” The Street was crowded, but the Hain knew better than to point here on the Street. Too many barbarians with quick swords and hot tempers. The Guard would find out we had been here anyway, tales carried on air. Better to concentrate their attention on the Street of Delights than where I was truly bound.

      I took him to the very end of the Street and through a metalworker’s shop, ignoring the protest of the thin, scar-seamed Hain man—protests that stopped as soon as I tossed him a square Hain coin and a straight level stare. The man blanched. I did not look away, he finally dropped his gaze.

      My eyes have that effect on some people, especially here on the Lan’ai Shairukh coast. They consider strangecolor irises unlucky, and hence dangerous.

      The barbarian was stumbling by the time we reached the docks. I eased the door open and led him into the small room, then closed and bolted it safely. I pushed aside a cunningly made table masquerading as a pile of wooden splinters. ’Twas actually held together by glue and varnish, and rolled away from the trapdoor with a protesting groan. When pushed to the side, it half-hid the trapdoor and gave me enough room to escape if anyone discovered any of the other exits. “Do you have the darksickness?” I asked in commontongue. “The fear-of-close-spaces?”

      “Lass, every space is small here.” He wiggled his busy eyebrows. He had taken advantage of a sponge bath at Ch’li’s, but he was still ripe. The Hain smell of garlic and hot peanut oil; this man smelled of leather and a reek too foul to be horse. Old sweat and meat, perhaps.

      I nodded and motioned him closer, to the back of the tiny shack set between mounds of decaying rubble, far out in the ruin of the docks after the last great fire. The trapdoor opened smoothly, and I dropped down. He landed heavily after me.

      “Good.” I examined the room. Everything as it should be. “You may sleep here. I shall bring food. I suppose you eat like a horse, eh?”

      “Like a bull calf, lassie,” he replied, already yawning. “Ye’ve done me a fair turn, ye have. I’ll not forget it.”

      I shrugged. As if I should have left you to die in the street. It seems the least I can do after picking your pocket, to offer you a safe berthing. “’Tis a mystery to me why I am taking this much trouble. Try not to snore. I shall bring some food.”

      By the time I shimmied up through the trapdoor he was breathing deep, sprawled upon the sleeping-pad I had carried down here a moonturn ago and scattered pungent fislaine around to keep the rats away.

      Crouched in the tiny shack above the hidey-hole, I dug in my purse. Drew out the sundogs and the kiyan, and the key. The kiyan were stamped with a crude figure of a wolf-headed goddess. The sundogs were etched with something chariot-shaped. They felt like good metal to my experienced fingers. In this part of the world, foreign metal is easy to exchange.

      I bundled them and the key neatly in a square piece of cotton from my clothpurse. The only item remaining was the necklace.

      I thought I had stolen from him because he was big and blundering. It had been an absent-minded training exercise, almost; but the truth was I had picked his pocket without knowing why.

      As if I had been compelled. My fingers had shot out, divested him of his valuables, and flicked back almost against my will. And I had compounded my error by fighting on his behalf, as well as bringing him here, to the safest bolthole I had in Hain.

      Kaia, you are a fool.

      I held up the cheap lightmetal chain. The thumb-sized crystal had a zigzag flaw, darkness cracking in its heart. It glinted, coolly, as I swung it back and forth.

      I slipped the chain over my head and nestled the crystal between my breasts. It was set in cool cheap alloy, too light to be real metal. It was chilly before it warmed to my flesh.

      You are a fool. You do not know who this man is, or why he is so far from home.

      I had to pay extra for my bath and had killed a good nine people today without being paid for it. He owed me.

      And if he became a problem, well, I had killed more dangerous prey. One stupid barbarian would surely not be so much trouble.
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      I returned with enough food for three barbarians, by circuitous routes to make certain I was not followed. Hain seethed under the late summer heat, a glass bowl over the city. The Guard was everywhere, poking into every corner, and I contemplated leaving the city as soon as possible. I could leap ship for the Clau Islands, perhaps, except there was no business out there. I would do better up the coast, near Shaituh. I could make enough to take me through the winter with a few assassinations, and the Thieves Guild operated there. No shortage of work with the influx of trade taking advantage of the recent lowering of tariffs by the Shaikuhn and the God-Emperor. Here in Hain, there was no thieving to be done worth my while, and assassination was beginning to look a little more complex with the Guard after the barbarian, who was now connected to me.

      What had he done?

      What have you done, Kaia? He is a stranger. And a barbarian.

      He was also far from home, like me. He was alone.

      I dropped down into the hole and was met with the sight of Redfist sprawled on his back, breathing softly through his nose.

      “I brought food.” That piece of news managed to wake him. “I could only carry one wineflask. The entire city is roiling like a poked anthill. What exactly did you do?”

      “And a good dawnin’ to ye, lassie Kai.” He sat up and yawned so widely I was amazed the walls did not cave in.

      I tossed him the hank of cotton holding his coin and his key. “I shall be keeping your cheap gaud. Unless it has some sentimental value.”

      “Nay, damn thing’s bad luck,” he grunted. “Won it at dice a fullmoon ago and been sour ever since. Did I hear food?”

      I squatted down next to the bedroll and undid the parcel. “Some Skaialan sausage and hard Ch’nan cheese. I thought you might like a taste of home. There is flatbread too, and you may have one of the cirfruit.”

      He had the two arm-length sausages before I could blink, and tore into the first with vigor. “Fine of ye, lassie,” he said through a mouthful, and I handed him a whole piece of flatbread. For myself there was more flatbread, rice balls, and pickled fish I rolled with the rice in the flatbread. It was good, even without piri sauce. I finished by eating the other cirfruit and took a few swallows of wine, handed him the flask. He drank in noisy gulps, then wiped at his cheeks with his blunt fingers. “Fine of ye,” he repeated, his green gaze dropped to the floor, and it struck me that he sought to offer thanks.

      How long have you been away from home, large red one? Do you wish you could return? It was uncomfortable, this interest I was taking in his predicament. I had already involved myself too deeply. Yet I could not leave him to his own devices, it was increasingly clear he would never escape Hain alive. He was just so…huge. “Welcome you are to it. So why exactly are the Guards after you?”

      “I doan know,” he said through a mouthful of cheese. “The necklace. Red-eyed bugger chasing me e’er since I won it, an’ tha’ made the Hain mad. Killed three of their’un, an’ I think they thinks we be partners, the red-eyed bugger an’ me. That, an’ the Sun festival.”

      “What red-eyed bugger? Be a little easier with your meal, friend Redfist. You shall will choke.” I took another swallow of wine and then rose up out of my crouch, moved to the little cupboard set on the side. There was a flask—the water tasted leathery, but was still good.

      “Red-eyed bugger wit’ two swords. I think th’ sorry bugger who lost the necklace stole from him.”

      “Who would steal something this cheap?” The crystal was sharp and warm against my chest. Why, exactly, was I wearing it? Why would I keep something so shoddy? I had not worn a piece of jewelry for nigh on ten summers. Not since the ear-drops I had stolen in my first city, so long ago.

      Now that was an unpleasant memory. I quelled a shudder.

      “D'nae know. Ye stole it too, din ye, lassie?”

      “My name is Kaia. Not lassie.” I sounded ill-humored, even to myself. “I shall sleep on the floor tonight.”

      “Nay, lass. You take the softie, I had ’tall day.” The rest of the sausage vanished down his gullet. It was amazing to see so much food vanish so quickly.

      I shrugged. It had been a long weary day, and my head still hurt from mead. “It makes no difference. I merely hope you have no fleas. And I warn you, I will kill you if you try any bedgames with me.”

      He rolled his eyes, and let out another amazing belch. “A l’il thing like you’s no proper wench. I hadda want one I wouldnae squash, lass. Doan trouble yerself.”

      “No trouble.” I am actually taller than the Hain, and a hand taller than most other G’mai women as well. The G’mai call a taller woman s’tatadai, a marshcat, and I had been compared to a marshcat before: ill-tempered, lethal, and invisible before striking. “Tomorrow I shall take you from the city, and we may part ways.”

      “Aye.” He nodded sagely. “Unless ye be wanting work. Two of us better than one.”

      “You are far too conspicuous to make a good thief, and the only war for mercenaries is half a continent away. The Danhai are still rebelling against the Shainakh Empire. I wish no more of that war. The tales the newsmongers sing are awful enough.”

      “Ye mun fair wi’ yer pigsticker there, K’ai.” He indicated my sword with a jerk of his chin. It rode my back as usual. Easier to draw. Not like the Hain, with their short flat blades at their belts.

      “If I carry it, I should know how to use it.” How am I going to remove you from the city? If this was a freetown we could simply choose a direction and go, but the Hain like their cities locked tighter than a whore’s cashbox. I rubbed at the back of my neck, smoothing away tension. The only trouble with Ch'li's massages was how quickly the relaxation faded.

      “Th’ red-eyed bugger chasing that prettybit, carrying blades tha’ shape.” He nodded sagely, again. I wondered if he was simple, or if he was so used to other people thinking him stupid because of his size that he had begun to act so.

      I mulled over his words a moment. Dotanii are long and slightly curved, slashing blades with oddly shaped hilts meeting the hand differently than other blades. The shape is fairly distinctive. “Other than the red eyes, what does he look like?”

      “Taller than ye, lass, with yer type o’hair. The blueblack, not the redblack. Short cut, an’ a scar on his throat.” He demonstrated, drawing a thick finger across his own throat. “So, and so.”

      My skin prickled with gooseflesh. So. Perhaps a man had stolen G’mai blades—or bought them, though we do not sell steel outside our own borders. Still, ’twas possible. Anything is possible, once one leaves one's native land. “Well, he shall not find us here, and we will be gone by morning. Better sleep. The chamber pot is there.”

      “Ai, I know, lass. Nice little cottage here.” He hefted himself to his feet, licking his fingers. I winced, looked away, and brushed the crumbs off the bedroll, settled down gratefully. I would sleep lightly tonight. The hilt of a dagger poked into my ribs, but I ignored it. I had learned quickly to take what sleep I could, wherever I could. Before the barbarian finished his…

      I was asleep.
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      By the time I had my knives drawn, I was beginning to wake.

      I thought I would have to kick the barbarian, but at the sound of metal leaving the sheath he rose to his feet with far less noise and far more speed than I thought possible.

      I pointed to the other side of the bedroll and made a shoving motion with my hands, knives glinting in the dimness. Redfist nodded and knelt on the bedroll carefully, pushed at the wall. It folded aside silently, revealing a short staircase leading up to another trapdoor—a one-way escape hatch. I had learned the trick of making them on a ship one winter with a half-drunk Rijiin carpenter.

      The same winter we fought off pirates all the way across the Lan'ai, another unpleasant memory.

      The barbarian squeezed himself up the stairs while I waited. Cool predawn air filtered down to me as he sought to open the hatch quietly.

      Another sound. A step that did not try to be silent against the creaking floorboards of the shack overhead. I had deliberately chosen this hut because the floor was noisy, the best assurance against thieves and assassins.

      The one above us knelt at the trapdoor.

      I made it up the stairs, stopping only to throw the small clay ball behind me. I heard it shatter on the floor in the hole, the navthen trapped inside mixing with ortrox coating the outside. Chemical reaction would produce a short-lived but very hot burst of flame, and the floor was highly flammable.

      Learning that trick had almost cost me three fingers. I am most emphatically not an apothecary.

      Redfist waited above, his axe held ready. I ran past and he followed, running with more stealth and speed possible from someone of his size. The shack would be ablaze in moments, but the wasteland of already-charred land around it would not threaten the rest of the city with a conflagration.

      I led Redfist through a merry patchwork of alleys and streets until we came to rest just out of sight of the West Gate. The larger gate would open at dawn, when the horns rang, but the postern—if I could bribe the guard—could be opened for us. I took in great heaving gulps of air. The barbarian sweating smelled even riper. I wrinkled my nose and bent over, rubbed at my eyes to clear the nightsand away.

      “Wha’ was it, lass?” Redfist gasped finally, when we both could breathe.

      “Someone searching the shack above us.” My aching bladder protested sharply. “Stand watch.”

      “Uhn.” An affirmative grunt, the same in any language.

      I pissed behind a pile of rags set out for the ragpickers and made it back to his side, tying the laces on my trousers. “You mean you ran all this way without knowing what I did?” My lungs were easing their burning, and my legs did not feel quite so shaky.

      “Ye’re nae stupid nor coward, K’ai.” His green eyes shone like a solemn child's. “’F ye stand up wi’ yer eyes full of fire and a dagger in each fist, Rainak Redfist will nay disagree wit’ ye.”

      Well, that is a comfort, I suppose. “I do not know who our intruder was, but he is probably dead now. I would not be surprised if the entire shack burned.” I settled myself against the kiln-fired bricks of the wall, glad of the support.

      “Uhn.” Another affirmative grunt. “Mayhap the red-eyed bugger?” His ginger hair stood up wildly in spikes and clumps. He was simply too big, I could not hope to talk him past a gate-Guard.

      “Mayhap,” I agreed gravely. “You have no idea who he is?”

      “Nary, lass.”

      I believed him. Small bits of my hair had slipped loose from its complex mass of braids. I tucked a strand behind my ear and peeked around the corner.

      “Ah. Luck is with us today, Redfist. The gate is open early, and the guard just ducked into his hut with an exceptionally enterprising streetseller. Come now, quick and quiet.” My thigh burned with the fantastic bruise the Hain had gifted me yesterday. I would stiffen again if I did not stretch and allow myself some time to heal.

      Soon enough, Kaia. Move now and worry later.

      We reached the gate and slipped through the postern, nobody the wiser.

      Once outside the Hain city walls and through the maze of shanty dwellings spreading out from the larger redbrick warehouses and the fantastic, red-tiled wall, I relaxed a little. We moved with the steady, ground-eating lope most mercenaries and sellswords develop after a time, a pace most of us can keep for a full two days without rest or food. Mother grant me that is not needed here, I prayed, and when we cleared the shantytown and moved out into the clearcut plains before the coastal forest, I called a halt.

      We drank from a stream trilling through waist-high chedgrass, and I splashed my face. “Well. I think we may be safe enough now. No gear, and no bow…we shall have to live lean for a space. True?”

      “Right enough, lass.” Redfist's mouth pulled down glumly.

      A smile spread over my face. “Not at all. I’ve a cache around here somewhere. Two bows, some gear. Wish we had a horse. I could steal one, given half a chance. But you are too big to ride.”

      “Aye. Except a Skaialan draft, an’ they be few and far between here. Mayhap south?”

      “You may go south, if you wish. I am bound up-coast to Shaituh.” I trailed my fingers through silky chedgrass heads, the seeds plump and fat like little pearls. “I will give you a bow and full quiver, and you should be able to⁠—”

      “I’ll nae leave ye, lass. That’s thrice ye’ve saved my life.”

      I made a small sound of annoyance. “I cannot drag a barbarian in my wake. You are too big; people will talk. I make my living doing things I do not wish spoken of.”

      “So ye’re a thief.” His ginger-haired lip curled. “I ken. I can earn honest coin, ye can steal what ye like.”

      His tone managed to nettle me. “I make my living by being inconspicuous. ’Tis hard to do as the only G’mai in a city, but I manage. I took you out of the city, I saved your life, now you may go where you like and leave me to my own troubles.” I had my hands on my hips by now. What I really desired was another bath, a chance to re-braid my hair, and some fresh clothes.

      What I had was one large furry barbarian problem and someone possibly chasing us. Someone with red eyes, and with two swords, shaped like mine.

      That does not make a pretty tale, and I like it even less after this morn’s events.

      “Rainak Redfist goes where he pleases, lass, and I’ll thank you not to forget it. I go wit’ ye until I’ve paid me debt.” He folded meaty arms across his massive chest and stared at me with green barbarian eyes. “So I’ve sworn.”

      “Oh, Mother’s tits.” Disgusted with the entire conversation, I took my bearings and turned, trotting off for the forest. I had wanted to practice my woodscraft—but not like this.

      He followed me, of course. Lucky Kaia, with a new barbarian pet.

      “I dinna think any of the Blest People came over th’ mountains.” He was behind me, moving more quietly than he had any right to.

      I rounded on him. “What would you know of the Blessed People? You are a barbarian. You are trouble I do not need. Is that perfectly, undeniably clear?”

      “Ye be Gemerh, then. Elvish. I wondered, I did.”

      “Oh—” I could not even curse, I was so distempered. No G’mai likes the term elvish, ’tis usually pejorative. They use it when they wish to call us something less than human, and therefore easier to think of killing. “Do not force me to draw my sword, large red one. I am not what you think. Come.”

      He had the sense to shut his mouth, and followed me across the rolling plain.
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      I found the cache about mid-morning, as the Sun climbed to her zenith. Everything was wrapped in a sewn oilcloth, which also doubled as a pack. I strapped on the first of the two bows, my favorite, and a full quiver of arrows as well. I examined the dried meat and travel-journeybread, thankfully still good. And the dried cirfruit.

      Enough for a few days. Yet I had the barbarian to feed, too.

      Well, at least my practice of having a cache was proving useful. Again. If I would but cease being tossed out of cities or fleeing the authorities…but what else is there, when you are a sellsword and thief? It is not work not recommended to give one peaceful nights.

      I hardly remembered what I had buried here. There was a travel-kit too. I belted it on and sighed. A full purse; I opened it and saw silver Hain sequins. Not as good as kiyan, but good enough. I divided them as evenly as I could by eye, and gave the barbarian half. “Here. A hedge against trouble.”

      He nodded. “Not many folk would do so, K’ai.”

      “Kaia,” I corrected. “I have rescued you from the Hain Guard twice now, and from your red-eyed bugger too. I suppose I might as well cap it by giving you half my coin. At least you are not boring.” And if this red-eyed bugger is chasing us, you may make an excellent shield against him. It is not unlikely that you are the one he seeks.

      “Uhn.” He grunted, but there was a twinkle of amusement in his green eyes. I wondered if the Hain made ward-signs on catching his gaze, as well.

      On the fringes of the forest, the trees were merely scrubwood but still growing quickly in the warm clime. I gave the oilcloth pack to Redfist and surveyed the lay of the land. “We shall have to hunt tomorrow. For now, let us put distance between ourselves and the Sunlord’s city.”

      “What about tha’ red-eyed bugger?” Redfist looked relieved, his eyebrows wagging so hard I almost felt the breeze. The bandage on his head was much the worse for wear, dirt and old blood marring the linen.

      I shrugged, the familiar weight of bow and quiver settling into my shoulders and back. “We shall go a little further into the forest. Is the crystal something important to him? Do you know?”

      The barbarian looked surprised. “I doan know, lass.”

      “I have a sneaking suspicion we shall find out.” I eyed him, gauging how long he was likely to last at a punishing pace. “Try to keep pace.”

      “I hae not fallen behind yet,” he said stiffly.

      I set off, deeper into the coastal forest. The barbarian followed me.

      Lucky, lucky Kaia. With a new barbarian pet, pursued by a red-eyed bugger.
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      At our nooning, taken in a small glade with a stream chuckling through, I sat atop a large flat rock and ate travel-journeybread with a dried cirfruit. The barbarian contented himself with dried meat and bread. This clearing had a small whitebark tree in the very center. Sunlight filtered down, edging each leaf in gold and glowing on the paper-white trunk.

      I stared at the tree for a long while, thinking. Whitebark is generally held to repel evil.

      What are you contemplating? I chewed my cirfruit slowly, drank from the filled water flask. What can you possibly be planning, Kaia?

      Simple enough. If ’twas another G’mai—this far from G’maihallan, not likely, but still—his adai would be with him. Probably waiting in the shadows. Did someone steal an adai’s necklace? Surely an adai would not send her s’tarei after such a trifle? Unless it was a Talisman. I would not know a Talisman if it bit me; I avoided Power, having none of it myself.

      Maybe a capricious adai’s pocket had been picked, and she had sent a s’tarei after it? Why would an adai’s necklace be in her pocket if ’twas not a Talisman? And why would a cracked crystal on a cheap chain be a Talisman?

      The more I dwelled on it, the more uneasy I became. I had never heard of a red-eyed s’tarei, nor of any red-eyed ghosts in the tales of my youth. My own eyes are a clear dark gold, which is unusual enough among my dark-eyed people. I was doubly strange, I had no Power. Was this the ghost of the s’tarei I might have had, if my mother had not let me be born lacking?

      I pushed the thought away as soon as it rose.

      Only s’tarei carried double dotanii. So it was impossible, unless someone had bartered or stolen for G’mai swords. But red eyes…perhaps a ghost?

      A hungry ghost, mayhap. Just because there were no children’s tales of such things did not mean they did not exist. The world was wide indeed, and I knew better than to think I had seen all its horrors.

      I shivered, hopped down from the flat rock and washed my hands in the stream, rinsed and filled my flask. “Are you rested?” The first words I had spoken since our stopping sounded strange in the clearing.

      He scratched under the soiled bandage. “Rested enow. What makes ye so grim, young lassie?”

      “Thinking upon your red-eyed friend. It seems passing strange.”

      “Oh, aye, it does. What d’ye think, then?”

      I levered myself to my feet and approached the whitebark in the middle of the clearing. Sunlight fell down unbroken, warming my shoulders.

      I slipped the chain over my head and hung it on a convenient branch. The Sun glittered through it, sending one hard flash winging outward. As if it cried out as it left my hand.

      Strangely, the crystal felt heavier. It certainly bowed the half-finger-thick branch I looped it over. The setting did not look so cheap now, and when I looked closely it seemed worked out of a larger piece. I saw the faint wavy lines of something in the metal. The flaw did not look as large, and the chain more supple. Had I not known differently, I would have sworn it was true silver instead of lightmetal mix.

      “How very odd,” I said, quietly. “Very well, then, red-eyed thing. Take your Talisman back, and be satisfied.” I thought a moment, dug in my purse, and laid three silver sequins at the foot of the whitebark. Silver and whitebark—traditional barriers to evil.

      Ah, well. I had done it now. Best not to undo what is already done, a proverb older than my people.

      “Ye’re a-going t’leave it there?” He sounded shocked. The sound of water and wind rose, a comforting backdrop; I decided I had taken my fill of cities for a time.

      When I was hungry enough, I would want a city again. I would want noise and excitement and different food. But not for a long while. “Perhaps he wishes its return. Even if he chases you for some other reason, it still means no loss to us. You won it at cards, and you've half the coin I own. And I saved your life to boot. Do not ill-mouth your luck, barbarian. Either way we are free of a burden.”

      “It’s got a fair mun o’ witchery. We could sell t’a magicker⁠—”

      ’Twas like being pinched hard in a tender spot. I would not go near a witch or a conjurer if you paid me. “I would not know of Power, and I do not deal with ‘magickers’. I have a faint idea of what your red-eyed friend may be, and I do not wish him or anyone else tracking me. Now, sunlight wanes upon us, Redfist. Let us travel while we may.”

      He did not ask again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            7

          

          
            KAIA’S DREAM

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      We were deep among the trees by the time dusk fell, deep enough that I chanced a fire. The travel kit included a flint and steel, and I thanked the Mother as I coaxed a tiny blaze into starting. Redfist came back with an armful of deadwood, and—lovely surprise—a brace of coneys he had trapped. We were near a small stream, so I cast around and found a bed of starchy meatroot, and we had a fine stew in the small pot I had thought to store in the travel kit. He found some pungent baia and I stumbled across some walcress. Together Altogether ’twas a satisfactory evening, with journeybread and stew more savory than usual.

      After our sup, he scoured the pot with sand. At least he was not a witling in the woods.

      I settled down by the fire with the comb that never left my belt-purse, and began rebraiding my hair. “Tell me. What is a Skaialan doing here in the Middle Kingdoms? I thought your kind never left the Highlands.”

      He poked at the fire with a long stick, making the dusky shadows dance. “An’ I thought yer kind never left the Blest Country, so we’re both a-treading far from home.” His face turned soft, reflective. Even with skin like uncooked dough, he had a rough sort of charm. “M’clan—Clan Redfist, I am Connaiot Crae—is dead. Was wiped out by the black-hearted Longwalk Ferulaine Crael and their bastard lord Dunkast. Was a fair battle, but I was sent to take news to our allies, and by the time I returned…no clan remained. Wha’ else does a Skaialan do? I took to the road. No clan to demand weregilt.” He shrugged, his eyes distant and reflecting the leaping flames. There might even be some truth to his tale, though he chose the words carefully. “And ye, lassie? Why are you so far from home?”

      ’Twas fair enough, I had asked first. Still, I disliked saying it again. “I have no home. I am outcaste among my people, Redfist. I was born without something they never lack, and so…” My shrug was easy, loose, perfected over several tellings of an exile's tale. “It appears we are both clanless. My House threw me out as soon as I passed my k’yaihai—my womanhood ceremony. They let me take my sword, at least.”

      “I heard th’ women of the Blest only use the dagger and the sorcery they learn.”

      I shrugged again. “’Tis an oversimplification. Swords are not necessary for most of the adai—the women of the People. They have their s’tarei—their twins—to carry dotanii. Since I was born without a twin, having no Power, I was cast out. It matters little, I have done quite well for myself. When I was five summers high I set myself to learn the sword.”

      “Aye, ye have doon a fine fair job o’that. Ye must hae been a fine little lass.”

      Not fine enough to keep. I tied off the end of a braid and started unraveling another. G’mai women past their adulthood ceremony do not usually braid their hair where anyone but their s’tarei can see—it is custom, a private thing. But I was no adai, so it did not matter despite the strange feeling of almost-shame I suffered whenever I twisted my hair in public.

      It took a long while, and we spoke back and forth, desultorily. He fell asleep with his back propped against the large round rock I had built the fire near, to block the fireglow in at least one direction. By tomorrow we would be gone, the campsite cold.

      I took the first watch, sometimes singing to myself as the Moon rose in the sky. She was waxing, almost full, and the light was excellent. Good odds, if anyone chanced upon us here. Also bad odds—we could be seen, and the reading of smoke in a clear moonlit sky was not beyond a s’tarei. Would our ghost have tracked us to the whitebark? Our trail was clear, and the whitebark would glow under the Moon's light.

      Silver and the whitebark are powerful deterrents to any illcraft, I knew that much of witchery. I did not care to learn more, and would not unless forced.

      With one problem potentially solved, I set my attention to another. I had left most of my gear in Hain. It was safe enough with Jebbel, he dared not rid himself profitably of it unless certain of my death. But I had planned to move the Skaialan safely from of the city and double back to pick up my gear before taking ship for Shaituh.

      Restlessness made me shift uncomfortably. If the barbarian would not go his own way, I could not go back yet. I would have to outfit myself again. Another harsh expense.

      The crystal returned, nagging at me. Had I ever heard of a Talisman like it? It seemed vaguely familiar, and yet, not at all. I was brooding on it far more than I should. Why was it so familiar? Something teased at me, behind the locked door in my memory. Everything to do with adai lay behind that door. I wished it to remain there.

      Perhaps an adai had left it somewhere, bartered or lost it, and some poor s’tarei had been asked to track it down. Perhaps it was a Talisman, and it went where it willed. Why had I felt oddly like I was leaving behind a part of myself, hanging in the whitebark tree?

      It would get better. The only cure for anything magical was to move as far away from it as possible. It had been a relief to leave G’maihallan and find people living without Power to waste upon the most trivial of things.

      There was my skill with a sword—at least being G’mai was good for something.

      It had sufficed, so far.

      I would soon steal enough to find a quiet corner on a trade route, and buy an inn. A simple little six-room travel-house, maybe with a stable. I would settle into serving beer to travelers and changing sheets the rest of my days, and when I died perhaps an apprentice in the trade would build me a pyre.

      It was an old dream of mine, to have an inn, and I amused myself in the long reaches of my watch planning it inside my head. I would scour the wooden floors and have a copper kettle singing on the hearth. I would have chai-bushes in the back garden, and make my own chai. I would hang the linens in the Sun to dry, and I would make a stew each night to feed the travelers who paid their good coin in my inn.

      The night wore on. I began to sing softly again, the old Lay of Creation. ’Twas soothing, especially in G’mai, with rising and falling cadences. I had not allowed even the oldest or simplest of words from my native tongue to cross my lips in so long.

      The breeze stirred the forest as I sang. I broke off, listening, and the wind died.

      Puzzled, I started again. I sang of how the Moon pulled the tides with silver chains, looked into the ocean swinging below, and fell in love with Her reflection. She pulled the bright being forth from the water and lay with the Silver One, Haradaihia. From the love of the Moon and the Silver One a bright rain of spirits became All That Is.

      The First Folk were the first spirits to move among the trees, and in time they became the G’mai, the Blessed Ones, the People, closest to the gods.

      I ceased my song again. The branches settled into stillness. I gaped my mouth, my breathing soundless, and waited.

      Nothing. Merely the common noises of a forest night—a rako bumbling through the branches, the far-off sound of water from the stream, the faint soft cough of an owl’s wings. The death-scream of something caught by the owl, a deer, stutter-stepping through the brush, avoiding our fire.

      Nothing out of the ordinary. Yet I was restless.

      “Six rooms and seven waterclosets,” I murmured. “A bedroom on the bottom floor. Linens hung in the Sun.”

      I flipped out one of my nightknives, a thin, dull-finish blade, almost a stilette. I started to flip it over my hand, in a game most G’mai boys learn early. The trick is to roll it over your knuckles and catch the hilt as it rockets past, moving your hand as little as possible.

      I made five passes before the knife dropped to the side. My thigh ached dully where the Hain had kicked me. Clumsy, I had been clumsy, I had to be more careful. The s’tarei were meant to engage in combat while protecting an adai, so I had been required to modify some of the forms. The lessons I gained once I passed the borders of my own land had been no less quick and harsh. Had I not been lucky and fast, I would not have survived.

      Luck, Kaia. Merely luck. Carrying a big red barbarian with you is no worse than anything else. Admit it, if only to yourself—you are glad of the company. Too long traveling alone turns even the most solitary sellsword into a bushel of strange fancies.

      I picked up the knife again, flipped it over my hand, started a complicated doublepattern with both hands. Flip the knife, catch it, flip it again, using the momentum of the first throw, double snap of the fingers, catch it in the opposite hand, roll it around my fingers twice, three snaps, catch it in the opposite hand. Twice around while the other hand snapped, change hands while the knifeblade blurred, snap.

      It passed the time.

      I woke the barbarian when the night was just past its highest point, and curled into a ball on the other side of the fire. It was uncomfortable, I would be sore on the morrow and stiff from sleeping on the cold ground, but I fell asleep immediately.
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      The sound was familiar, metal chiming against metal. I woke, swordhilt in hand.

      “Briyde protect us!” It was the barbarian, scrambling to his feet.

      I gained my own feet, leapt across the fire, and put my back to the big rock. It was the best we had. “You were asleep,” I accused.

      “Nay.” His axe glimmered in the dull glow from the dying fire. “Resting me eyes.”

      I replayed the sound inside my head. Knifeblades, chiming together? I blinked the sleep out of my eyes, and inhaled sharply, tasting the air. “Something is not right.”

      “Oh, aye?” He sounded sharp and sarcastic. “Truly, wise one?”

      I ceased speaking, straining my ears to catch the sound. I could feel someone listening. A silence I knew all too well, from growing up among the G’mai.

      There is nothing like the direct approach. “Come out!” My voice sliced the breathless quiet. “Come and face me honorably, coward!”

      “What are ye doing?” the barbarian whispered fiercely.

      “If ’tis an animal, it will be scared off unless it has the water-sickness. In which case we need it where we can see it,” I whispered back. “If ’tis an assassin, his secrecy is gone. If ’tis our red-eyed ghost, we may be dead anyway. I would rather die fighting.” I raised my voice again. “Come and die, if you have the courage!”

      The branches rustled to my right, ignored. An adai would be capable of misdirection.

      The shape stepped out on my left side. Indistinct in the darkness, taller than me, a confused impression of motion.

      Now, Kaia. Now.

      I launched myself, sword held to the side and coming in low. I am fast, greater speed a consolation for my smaller frame, but my fightbrain had already taken in the relative size and shape and announced he was slightly bigger than a regular G’mai male—which meant he had a full handspan and a half of height more than me and several pounds of muscle; G’mai women are generally built slight. How I had cursed my slimness until I found out it gave me an edge in pure speed.

      Metal clashed and slithered. He had only one sword out, and it was a dotanii. Either he had stolen it, bought it from someone who had, or he was a s’tarei.

      If he was a s’tarei, I was dead.

      The voice of the warmaster resounded inside my memory. A cornered animal has nothing to lose. Be cautious of a trapped opponent.

      He deflected my next blow, barely. My eyesight shifted, and I could see. It was the fightbrain taking over, showing me the world in darkness as my pupils expanded to take in every available shred of light. G’mai are excellent night-fighters, and I have done more than one assassination with the help of my dark-vision.

      He parried again. Metal rang. He gave no answering strike. It destroyed the rhythm of combat. Why did he not attack?

      I retreated three steps, careful to keep the fire to my side. He could not walk across it, my flank was covered—if he was a s’tarei, where was his adai?

      The stranger spoke. “Peace.” In commontongue, then repeated in G’mai. “I offer no attack. I alerted you to my presence.”

      My ribs flared. I took in deep even swells of breath. “’Tis the middle of the night. Why would you be here if you intended no harm?” Alert for any twitch presaging attack, I spoke in G’mai without thinking. “Where is your adai, hmm?”

      He stilled, the absolute stillness only a s’tarei can use. “Do you not know?”

      I retreated another few steps, cautiously. If he came at me, I would kill him. I was faster, and the onrush of his attack would make him vulnerable. He has been following us, and he has a dotanii. Is this Redfist’s ghost? “What do you want? I returned your gaud bit of trash. Now leave us be!”

      “I will travel with you.” No doubt about it, he was G’mai. His accent was too true for anything else. And a s’tarei. Here. Outside the borders of the Blessed Land.

      How?

      “Where’s your adai? Bring her out and have her swear on the Moon you will not kill me in my sleep.” It was highly impolite, but I was in a temper.

      His shoulders stiffened, his eyes glittering darkly. “Can you not tell? In the sight of the Moon, can you not guess?”

      “Guess what?” I almost screamed, losing hard-earned patience. I switched to commontongue. “Redfist, unlimber your bow.”

      “I already have, lass,” he said grimly. “’Tis him.”

      I had guessed so, but hearing the barbarian say so was different. My heart coney-ran inside its cage of ribs, so hard and fast individual beats blurred together. “I thought his eyes were red.”

      “’Tis an expression, lass,” Redfist replied. “Red-eyed bugger. Hae you ne’er heard it before?”

      “Oh.” I tried not to sound baffled. The man’s eyes were not red—they merely glittered, as all eyes do at night.

      The G’mai man took this in. His silence was like a living thing.

      This is a riddle I do not care for. “Where is your adai? Huh? Where is your twin, s’tarei’sa?”

      He sheathed his sword. Why had he not drawn his second blade? “Since I see no other G’mai, I am forced to conclude you are my adai.”

      I had thought I would never feel that sharp bite of shame and anger mixed again. “Go bugger yourself,” I snarled. “I am no adai. I have no Power. Go on your way, and be quick about it.”

      “I shall travel with you.” He moved, slowly, over to the fire and folded himself down. He sat cross-legged and straight-backed, and I saw the shape of his features. A G’mai face, high cheekbones and a strong jaw. I could not see what color his eyes held, just a faint shine from the banked fire's reflection. The hilts of his dotanii rose fluidly over his shoulders. “In’sh’ai.”

      “In’sh’ai,” I replied automatically, accepting the customary greeting. It meant while he was at my hearth, he would offer me no violence. I watched him for a few moments, slowly sheathed my own sword. “Well,” I said, in commontongue. “Redfist, lower your axe. He will not kill us, not yet, anyway…” How could I explain? “He thinks he is to go with us.”

      “I doan trust this, lassie,” Redfist growled deep in his chest.

      He’s G’mai. And from a House, by his accent. He will not slaughter us in our sleep, not after offering to share our hearth. “Nor do I. Keep your bow handy. Shoot him if he draws a blade.” I backed away, closer to the giant barbarian. “If you fall asleep and he kills me, I will haunt you.”

      “D’ye think he will try’t?”

      “Not yet.” I sank down to the ground beside the barbarian, watching our visitor. Had a full troupe of Kshanti acrobats appeared from the darkness juggling gold balls and ringing finger cymbals, ’twould have been less of a marvel. “I need sleep. Wake me when the birds start dawnsong.”

      “I will, lass.” Redfist yawned, but he held the bow steady, an arrow loose-nocked.

      I took a deep breath, curled up beside him, shifted to get a rock out of my side. The G’mai across the fire appeared to be watching me, his gleaming eyes fixed through darkness. “What is your name, s’tarei’sa?”

      “Darik.” It meant dagger in the G’mai name-tongue. “And yours, adai’sa?”

      “Kaia.” It was a shortening of my full name, but since he had not given me his, I was not required to give mine. “Where is your adai?” I could not let go of it. If she was waiting in the dark to kill us⁠—

      —why had she not struck? Was he alone? He could not be.

      I was the only G’mai who traveled alone. The sharp bite of shame returned. The last I had felt of it had been before I left the borders of my country.

      The Moon will smite him if he breaks the law of the hearth. There was some comfort in the thought. Yet if he was here, alone, he may well have shaken off the prohibitions of a life spent in G'maihallan.

      I have not. Should I think he has?

      “Rest,” he said. “I shall keep watch. Sleep, Kaia’li.”

      It was a pun meaning a small, sharp, precious thing, like a decorated hairpin stilette. I had forgotten what it was to speak in G’mai, with the puns, the cadences and nuances, wordplay and poetry. I almost wasted breath telling him not to use my name for his play.

      Instead, I eased into an uneasy doze.
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      Redfist was snoring when I woke, stiff and cold. I pushed myself halfway up, something small and hard in my left hand.

      I held it up, my fingers tangled with a thin chain.

      It was the necklace. Or—not the same one. The flaw was much smaller, and the setting was truemetal, not cheap alloy. The chain was serpent-supple, fine silver. ’Twas worth the value of the metal and a bit for the craftsmanship as well, if I was any judge of such things.
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