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Glaciers have erased the past. The mountains are diminished. The plains are scraped bare.
The First Children have departed, and their works have perished. Only tales remain, worn
thin by retelling.

One

Dar waked done down a mountain path, bent beneath a load of firewood. The tral she followed
hugged steep rocky wadls that blocked the morning sun, so the air and ground ill held the night’s chill.
Nevertheless, she walked barefoot and wore only a tattered, deeveless shift with a rag to cushion her
shoulders. Dar moved quickly to keep warm, but the sound of a distant horse stopped her short. None
of her neighbors owned one, nor did anyone in the tiny village beyond the far ridge. Only strangers rode
horses, and strangers often brought trouble.

Dar ligened. When the hoofbesats died away, leaving only the sound of wind in bare branches, she
continued homeward and arrived at a hollow devoid of trees. Its sony ground had been prepared for
soring planting. At the far side of the hollow lay the only building—a rude hut, built of rocks and roofed
with turf. The horse was tied nearby. Dar was conddering leaving when her father’s wife emerged from
the low building with a rare amile on her face. The older woman called out. “Y ou have vistors”

The amile heightened Dar’ s wariness. “What kind of vistors?’

Dar’ s sepmother didn’'t respond, except to smile more broadly. She moved aside, and Sx armed men
stepped from the dark hut followed by the village headman, whose arr of sdf-importance was subdued
by the soldiers presence. Dar’s father came after him. Last emerged Dar’'s two little half ssters, looking
frightened. All watched Dar carry her load over to the woodpile. She set it down, then asked her
sepmother again, “Thess, who are these men?’

“King's soldiers” replied Thess.

“Why are they here?’

“Thereé salevy for theamy,” said the headman. “Our village mugt provide two.”

“Then they’ ve come to the wrong place,” said Dar. “My brothers are dead, and Father’s too old.”
“It's not men they want,” said Thess.

“I'm no fighter,” said Dar.

Thess laughed humorlesdy. “Then you' ve fooled me”

“Not dl who serve the king need fight,” said the headman. He turned to one of the soldiers. “She's the



one”
“Father, what's going on?” asked Dar, dready guessng the answer.
Her father looked away.
“Thiswas hisidea,” sad the headman.
“It sfor the best,” sad Dar’ s father, his eyes dill esawhere.

“Bed for her,” sad Dar, casing her stepmother a resentful look. “She'll be pleased enough to have
me gone”

“I'll be glad for some peace,” retorted Thess. “ Always the proud one, you.”
“Unlike some, who'd tup a man for a space by hisfire”

“You'd be awife, too, if you weren't so willful.”

“Shel's best auited for the army,” said the headman.

“I'll determine that,” said the soldier in charge. Though he was the youngest, his hdmet and arms were
findy made, and his armor was metd, not legther. “Murdant, seeif the girl’sfit.”

The murdant, a man hdf again the age of his officer, dowly circled Dar, taking in her surdy grace. He
thought her old to be unmarried, perhaps two dozen winters. Though unkempt, she had pleasant
features—large dark eyes, a ddicate nose, russet hair, and ful lips—meking him surmise it was her
temperament that had kept her sngle Asif to confirm this, Dar stood with a defiant expression, fids
clenched at her sdes.

“Show me your teeth,” said the murdarnt.

Though Dar redized the murdant was unlike some suitor who could be scared off by a show of
temper, she pressed her lipstightly together. The murdant only grinned, then roughly pinched her cheeks
with his thumb and forefinger to force open her jaws. He got a quick glimpseinto Dar’s mouth before she
struck ablow that he eeslly warded off. “ She's got her teeth and the rest of her looks sound enough.”

“Shell do,” said the officer.
The headman bowed. “Tolum, we aways fuffill our duty to the king.”
The officer regarded him disdainfully. “This spingter’s no greet sacrifice”

Thess entered the hut and returned with a smdl bundle wrapped in a threadbare cloak. “I’ve gathered
your things” she said, handing them to Dar.

The tolum mounted his horse. “March her to our camp and be quick. I'll be waiting.” Then he rode
off.

The murdant addressed the other soldiers. “You heard the tolum. Move!” He turned to Dar, who
clutched her bundle with a stunned look on her face. He had seen that expression before. Her people
have given her up, he thought. She has nowhere to turn. Sill, he doubted her defiance was
extinguished. “Y ou fixing to give us trouble?’

Dar shook her head.



“Then come aong, we have to catch up with a horse.”

Dar turned to bid farewdl, but her family had disappeared into the hut.

At firg, only the tread of the soldiers booted feet broke the slence. Dar walked blank-faced among
the men, congdering what to do. To buy time, she trod as though her feet were tender, hoping to dow
the pace. Dar knew the path would pass a steep dope that was covered with loose rock. They won't
expect me to scramble up it barefoot. Dar was certain she could dude the soldiers, whose armor
would encumber them, and escape into the heights above.

Dar tried to imagine what she would do afterward. | can’t go home. The headman would declare her
an outlaw, and Dar was certain no neighbor would risk sheltering her. She would have to go far away,
and that was her dilemma In the highlands, a woman without kin had no rights or protection. To dwel
anywhere, she would have to beg some man's leave, and Dar had no illusons what price would be
exacted. She recoiled & the thought.

When the soldiers marched past the rock-covered dope, Dar made no escape attempt. Having
weighed her options, she chose what seemed the lesser evil—an uncertain fate with the army. The path
turned away from the tumbled rocks and headed into a vdley. As Dar trudged toward a new life, she
thought of the one she was leaving. She would miss her haf sigters but little else. Her rdations with her
father had been drained ever ance her mother’s death. This day’s betrayd was only his latest. Life in the
gone hut had consisted of hardship, vigts from unwanted suitors, and the barbs of a spiteful stepmother.
Dar tried to cheer harsdf with the thought that she was abandoning these dflictions yet she dready
suspected they would be replaced by different ones.

As the marching warmed the soldiers, ther tongues loosened. “Do ye think the tolum will get himsdf
log?’ asked onein an accent foreign to Dar’s ears.

“Even he can follow hoofprints” said a companion.

“And his horse has sense,” said another, “even if he lacksit.”

“At least he ligtened to the murdant today,” said the firgt soldier. “This one came easy enough.”
“That's’cause she'slike you,” said a soldier with a grin, “worthless.”

His companion regarded Dar. “Y ou worthless?’

Dar’ s face reddened. The soldier leered and answered his own question. “Waell, you're good for one
thing.”

“Unlike you, Tham,” said the murdant. The others laughed.
“At least my mum cried when | marched off,” said Tham. “I saw only dry eyes today.”
“Not like yesterday.”

“Aye” said the murdant. “Get one that won't be missed—that’s what | told the tolum. Hey birdie, will
you miss them?’



Dar remained slent.

“Maybe she' s happy to be gone from that dung heap,” said one of the men.
“Sure” said another. “I1t's fun being a soldier.”

A soldier laughed. “Especidly if you' re awoman.”

“I've heard no tak of war,” sad Dar. “When did it begin?’

The murdant grinned. “For sooth, you've lived under a rock. Kregant's been at war since the day he
was crowned. Soldiering's been steady work.”

“Wha's the king fighting over?’

“Whatever he wishes. | judt follow orders.”

“And what will | be doing?’ asked Dar.

“Cooking.”

“You marched dl thisway to get a cook?’

“The tolum’s commander wanted mountain girls Said they’ re tough.”

Dar regarded the murdant and the others. They bore the look of men who lived hard. It would take a
strong woman to serve with them, she thought. Yet a glimpse a the murdant’s eyes warned Dar he
waan't tdling dl the truth.

“How long will 1 serve?’ she asked.

“Not long,” said the murdant, his gaze fixed e sawhere,

For awhile, the route was familiar to Dar. It crossed the vdley, dimbed the far ridge, and followed it.
By noon, they I€ft the ridgeline and descended into a winding valey Dar had never vigted. At the lower
dtitude, the trees had dready leafed out. The marchers hdted by a stream for a brief med before moving
on. By early afternoon, they reached camp. The tolum paced about the clearing where his horse grazed.
Severd soldiers stood nearby. One was tending a smdl fire. A short distance away, a blond-haired
womean sat with her back againg a tree, facing away from Dar.

“You took your time” sad the tolum.
“Thegirl’s barefoot, dr,” sad the murdant. “ She dowed us down.”

“That’s no excuse, Murdant!” The tolum shot Dar an irritated look. “By Karm' s titd How can you not
own shoes?” Then he took the murdant aside, and they taked in low tones. Afterward, the tolum
returned his attention to Dar. “Lie on your back.”

HWMI
“You don't question orders,” said the murdant. “ Soldiers who do are whipped. Now, lie down.”

Dar obeyed. The murdant nodded, and a large soldier walked over, straddied Dar, and sat upon her
chest, pinning her arms with his knees. Ancther soldier grabbed Dar’s ankles. A third kndt down and



gripped her head between his knees like a vise. From the corner of her eye, Dar spied another soldier
gpproaching. He bore something in his hand that glowed. She fought to free her arms, but the man on her
chest shifted more weight to his knees until the pressure was excruciating. “Don't sruggle” he said.

Dar grew dill, and the soldier on her chest eased up a bit. By then, the fourth soldier stood over her,
and she could see that the glowing object was a brand. Its end resembled a five-pointed crown outlined
infire. Asit came closer to her face, Dar closed her eyes and gritted her teeth. An indant later, she fdt a
searing pain on her forehead accompanied by the smdl of burned flesh. Dar fought againgt crying out, but
faled. The men released her, and she sat up. The pain was intense.

The murdant tossed her awater skin. “Pour water onit,” he said. “It helps.”

The water eased Dar’'s pan just enough so she could control her voice. “I came without resting.
There was no need to do that.”

“All women in the orc regiments are branded, lest they run away.”
“Orc regimentd” said Dar, her pain momentarily forgotten as she recaled the nightmare tales.

“Correct,” sad the tolum, “and a branded head bears a bounty. To keep it on your shoulders, you
mud stick with your regiment.”

“Whet do orcs want with women?’

“l have no ideg,” said the tolum. “I fight alongside men, not mongters.”

“They have women wait on them,” said the murdant. “I’ve seen it often.”

“You aso told me I’d not serve long,” retorted Dar. “This brand betrays thet lie”
“Aye, | spoke fdse” said the murdant. “But now that you' re marked, | have no need.”

“We're done here,” said the tolum. “Chan her to the other girl and move out. We must return by the
morrow.”

A soldier went over to the tree where the woman sat and pulled her to her feet. Then Dar could see
that the woman's ankles and wrists were bound and an iron ring was locked around her neck. Attached
to the ring was a long length of heavy chain from which dangled severa bells The soldier removed the
woman's bonds, but not the iron ring. Using the chain, he led her closer to Dar. At the far end of the
chan was a second ring, which he locked around Dar’'s neck. “You'll wear this till you reach your
regiment.”

The chain waan't overly burdensome, but Dar saw how it would hinder an escape. The belled links
were noisy, and, off the road, they would tangle eeslly. She approached the stranger at the other end,
who appeared severd years younger. Dar's fdlow captive was wdl dressed by highland standards; her
clothes were clean and dmost new. She dso wore shoes. She turned to gaze a Dar. Benegth the angry
brand on her forehead, her eyes were red and puffy from weeping.

Despite her pain, Dar tried to smile “I'm Dar.”
“Leda” replied the woman in a nearly inaudible voice.

“Move out,” commanded the tolum, who had mounted his horse. He urged his steed forward, setting a
brisk pace for the soldiers and women that followed.



Dar gathered up the links of chain so it wouldn't sneg on something and so she could walk next to
Leda When they were Sde by side, she saw tears flowing down Leda s face.

“Itll bedl right,” Dar said.

Leda stared ahead, oblivious. Dar gently touched her arm without getting a response. The girl’s face
was emptied of every emotion except sorrow. Its desolation made Dar wonder how Leda's parting
differed from her own. The bundle that Thess had prepared was an indicaion. At lunchtime, Dar had
ingpected it. Within the worn cloak were a spare undergarment and a shift even more ragged than the one
she wore. Dar’s footwear and good shift were missing, as were the beads her mother had given her.
Ledd s garments bespoke aloving sendoff, one that made Dar both envy and pity her.

Soon, the tolum's pace had Dar panting, and she gave up trying to start a conversation. She trudged
aong, concerned only with kegping up and her own misfortune.

Two

The sun was low when the tolum caled a hdt for the night. Ledla and Dar were dlowed to rest while
the soldiers set up camp. A fire was huilt, and grain was boiled in asmdl pot to make porridge. This was
dinner for everyone except the tolum, who also had wine and cheese. The soldiers ate fir, then gave the
pot to Dar and Leda, who dined on what was left usng their fingers. When a soldier came to retrieve the
pot, he said to Dar, “Use the bushes before | chain you for the night.”

After Dar squatted in the undergrowth, the soldier placed a manadle around her ankle, looped a chain
around a large tree trunk, and locked both ends of it to the manacle. Since Leda was dready chained to
Dar, the soldier didn't shackle her further. His work done, he headed back to the campfire and his
companions.

Dar lay down on the ground. “ Share my cloak. We Il both be warmer.”

Ledamoved close, but she didn’t lie down. “The tolum will give us to the orcs tomorrow,” she said in
aterrified voice. “Orcd”

“Maybe they're not as bad asthe tdes say,” sad Dar.

“They're demons. Not even human.”

“An evil reputation gives an edge in afight. Perhaps the king uses orcs because they frighten his foes”
“They’ve earned that reputation,” whispered Leda, “from eating humean flesh.”

“Who told you that?’

“My cousin has a friend whose brother saw it. They don't even kill the people firs. They just tear them
gpart and eat them raw!”

“That can't be true,” said Dar. “The murdant said we' re gaing to cook for them.”
“He lied. Can't you see why we' re branded like cattle? We' re going to be devoured!”



“You're crazy, Leda”

“It's supposed to be a secret. That's why they take girls from the hills—so word won't get out.”
“Then how did you learn about it?’

“l told you. He hid and saw it.”

“Tomorrow, you'll see you're wrong,” said Dar, trying to sound confident.

“Tomorrow, wéell be waking the Dark Path.”

“Get some deep, Leda Thingswill seem different in daylight.”

Ledalay down, and when Dar pressed againg her for warmth, she could fed Ledatrembling. Despite
her fatigue, Dar had trouble fdling adeep. Her forehead throbbed and her thoughts were uneasy. The
savagery of orcs was legendary. They say orcs pull out hearts with their bare hands. Might not they
eat them also? Dar had no answer. Lying branded and chained in the dark, she began to wonder if
Ledawasright.

The moon had risen, filling the dearing with pale light, when Leda shook Dar awake. Dar looked at
her supidly. “What's the matter?’ she asked in a deepy voice.

“Nothing,” replied Leda “I just need your help.”
“Now?’
“Yes, now. Don't wake the soldiers”

Dar was puzzled, but the look on Ledd's face reassured her. Dread had been replaced by camness.
“What do you want meto do?’

“Help me up to that branch,” said Leda, pointing to a tree limb severa feet above Dar’s head.
“WI,V?!
“Theré s something | need to do. Come on. Hurry before someone sees us”

Sill foggy from deep, Dar rose and entwined her fingers to form a dirrup with her hands. Leda
stepped into it and rose to grab the tree limb. Dar watched as Leda pulled hersdf up and threw a leg
over the branch. After abrief struggle, Leda stood upon the limb, grasping the next higher one. The bells
on the chain were Slent; Leda mugt have suffed them with grass.

“Leda” whispered Dar. “What are you doing?’

Leda didn't answer, but dimbed until the chain prevented her from ascending higher. She stood
balanced on a stout branch, steadying hersdlf with one hand on the tree trunk. “Dar,” she cdled down,
not bothering to lower her voice. “Grab the chain with both hands and hold on tight.”

Dar was about to ask why when she guessed the reason. “Leda”

Too late. Leda stepped off the branch and plummeted to earth. The chain and the iron ring about her
neck jerked her to a stop before she hit the ground. The chain dug into the bark of the branch that Leda



hed stood upon an ingant before; otherwise, Dar might have been pulled upward and strangled. “Hep!”
she cried. “Someone hdp Ledal”

As the soldiers sumbled toward her, Dar looked for Sgns of life Ledd's feet kicked spasmodicdly,
but her neck seemed unnaturdly long and her eyes stared from a head hdd a a dsrange angle. The
murdant arrived firg and spun the dangling body so it faced him.

“Get her down!” said Dar.

“No hurry about that,” said the murdant.
Thetolum strode over. “What's going on?’
“One of the girls killed hersdf.”

Thetolum kicked the dirt. “Shit! Shit! Shit!” He stared angrily & the dill twitching corpse, then drew
his sword and swung it with both hands. Ledld's body dropped at Dar’s feet, while her head tumbled in
another direction. He stood glaring at Dar, sword in hand. “Y ou supid bitch! You let her do it!”

For amoment, Dar thought he would decapitate her adso. Instead, he released the sword hilt with one
hand and dapped her so hard that she tasted blood. He seemed about to strike her again when the
murdant asked, “Sir, what will we do?’

“Stop on the way and grab another girl.”
“Our commander wanted highland girls”
“He dso ordered me to report tomorrow. We don't have time to go back to the highlands”

As two soldiers dragged Leda's body away, the tolum found her head and picked it up by the hair.
“He wanted two mountain girls? Well, we got two—both properly branded.”

“Wha will they do with a head, Sr?’ asked the murdarnt.
“They can eat it, for dl | care. | fulfilled my orders.”

The tolum sauntered over to where Dar was chained and thrust out Ledla s head. “ Take it and see that
nothing drags it off tonight. Tomorrow, you'll carry it.”

Dar was too cowed to disobey. Despite her horror, she grasped the long, blond locks. Leda's eyes
gligened in the moonlight, staring a something beyond living vison. They seemed peaceful, and Dar
imagined their owner’s spirit walking the Dark Peth, clad only in memories, and shedding even those as
she traveled westward.

Three

The soldiers quickly returned to deep. Dar, however, remained awake. Ledd s suicide gave credibility
to her dire predictions, meking deep impossible. Dar prayed to Karm for protection with litle hope of
recaiving it. The Goddess seemed remote and abstract in contrast to the immediacy of branded flesh and



Ledas severed head. Dar spent the remainder of the night leening againg the tree trunk, waiting for
dawn, and fearing that the upcoming day would be her last.

When the sun rose, the soldiers woke eager to finish thar busness. Breskfast was hurried, and the
march was aso. On the journey, Dar’s lack of deep quickly took its tall. Leda's head was surprisngly
heavy, and Dar’'s ams soon ached from carrying it. Her brand throbbed, as did the bruise from the
tolum's blow. Dar sumbled frequently, causng the tolum to eventudly take the head and tie it to his
saddle by the hair. The murdant aso unlocked the ring about Dar’s neck, permitting her to walk without
the chain. Dar’ s exhaugtion made it unnecessary, for escape was beyond her.

Thus unburdened, Dar got enough of a second wind to take in the country about her. She had never
seen ay place likeit. The land was fertile and in the full lushness of spring. The trees, unlike the stunted
highland ones, were tdl and full. The fidds were negtly bordered and filled with sprouting crops. The
homes reflected the bounty of the land; even the most humble ones exceeded dl but the richest highland
dwdlings.

Yet the surrounding beauty and abundance didn’t ease Dar’s growing anxiety. She sensed tha they
were nearing the orc regiment, for the soldiers grew jittery and ther tak turned to ther dedtination. “I'd
rather go to battle,” said one, “than vigt orcs.”

“Me, too,” sad another. “It's like going near wild dogs. Ya never know if they’ll bite.”
“Aye, one fase step can get yer neck snapped,” said athird.

“They’re dogs, dl right,” said the murdant. “Mad ones.”

“And the men are curs,” said the third soldier.

Da perked up alittle. “ Are there men in the regiment?’ she asked.

“Aye, the aamy’s dregs,” replied the murdant.

“Are they branded like the women?’ asked Dar.

“There'sno need,” said the murdant. “The orcs do dl the fighting. The men are bardly soldiers—more
likeflies around shit. It's an easy life for them.”

“If yadon't mind the gink,” added a soldier.
“Or piss off an orc,” said another, grinning and passing afinger across histhroat.
“How do they serve the orcs?” asked Dar.

“They don't,” said the murdant. “They serve the orcs commander, and he's a man. Some generd.
They cdl him the Queen’s Man. Don't ask me why.”

“So aman commands the orcs?” asked Dar, who found this news encouraging.
“Aye” said the murdant. “And they say he's as bad as them.”

When the road neared asmdl river, alane diverged from it and headed for the waterway. The soldiers
followed the lane, which soon turned muddy. Wagon wheels and hoofs had churned the damp ground,
and Dar noted footprints that were larger than any man’s.

When the lane turned with a bend in the river, Dar saw a broad, open area. The regiment's



encampment sprawled over mogt of it, a chaotic jumble of tents, wagons, and animas. The ar smelled of
manure, wood smoke, damp earth, and garbage. No orcs were vishle, but a few men lounged about the
wagons. The tolum directed his horse toward them. The soldiers and Dar followed.

Though the camp seemed peaceful, entering it filled Dar with dread. She fdt asif she were an animd
being led into a daughter pen. With each step Dar fought rigng panic. | must seem calm and keep my
wits about me.

Thetolum hated before three dovenly men who sguatted on the ground and tossed bones in a game
of knockem. They looked up at the mounted officer, but didn't rise. Ignoring their disrespect, the tolum
addressed them. “I’'m Tdum Krem,” he said. “Where' s the Queen’s Man?’

“Out hawking with his officers” said amanin a greasy leather jerkin.
“Who'sin charge?’
“Murdant Teeg,” said the man as he scooped up the bones and tossed them.

The tolum’s murdant stepped forward and scattered the bones with a kick. “Then, you'd best go get
him.”

Theman in the jerkin scowled and rose, taking his hand from his dagger hilt as he did. A few minutes
later, he returned with a large, coarsdly festured men with a thick black beard. He wore an
ancient-looking doublet, made of quilted cloth and sewn with meta plates. Murdant Teeg regarded the
young officer indifferently. “What brings ye here, Sr?’

“My commander sends the Queen’'s Man the two highland girls that he requested dong with his
regards.”

Murdant Teeg looked at Dar. “Two? | see but one”

The tolum jerked Ledd's head loose from his saddle and tossed it on the ground. “Two girls, both
properly branded.”

Teeg used hisfoot to rall the head so it faced upward. “It seems ye brought her least useful part.” He
turned to the man who had fetched him. “ Stick it on a stake next to the other one”

Asthe soldier carried the head away, Tolum Krem said, “We re done here”

Murdant Teeg flashed a sardonic amile. “Do ye not wish to dine with the Queen’s Man tonight? I'm
aure he'd be interested in learnin’” what happened to the rest of hisgirl.”

“Give him my regrets, but we must report to our unit.”
“I'll do that.”

Tolum Krem turned his horse, and trotted off with his soldiers hurrying behind. Murdant Teeg spit. “I'll
bet he' s regretful, the little horse shit!” He turned to Dar. “Well, birdie, what's yer name?’

“Da.”
“What happened to the other one? She run off?’
“Shekilled hersdf last night.”



“There' s plenty who' d have saved her the trouble. Bear that in mind if yer thinkin' of boltin’.”
“She was afraid of the orcs. She thought they’d eat us”

Teeg grinned, reveding broken, ydlow teeth. “And so they might, little birdie, if ye do not as yer told.”
He turned to the two remaining men. “Get her to Neffa” Then the murdant walked away.

The men regarded Dar as cats might a mouse, and their interest put Dar on her guard. She watched
waily as one dowly circled her, his eyes roving over her body. “You're a fresh one” he said. “Not yet
scabbed over. Ever seen apiss eye?’

“What'sthat? asked Dar.
“An orc. Fancy megting one?’
Dar shook her head.

The soldier stopped behind her, so close she could smdl his sour breath. “We could put it off,” he
whispered as he squeezed her bottom, “and go to my tent instead.”

Dar quickly pivoted out of his reach.

The other man caught the look in Dar’'s eyes and laughed. “Better watch that one, Muut. She looks
like she'd bite”

“Shell lose that look soon enough,” replied Muut. “Why don't we take her to Garga?’
His companion grinned. “That would be a bit of fun.”
Muut seized Dar’s upper am and hdld it tightly. “Come on, birdie, it' s time you met a piss eye.”

Clutching her shabby bundle, Dar was marched dong in Muut's grasp. They entered an areafilled with
haphazardly erected tents of varying Sze. Many consisted of no more than a bit of weather-beaten cloth
draped over a line stretched between poles. The ground between the crude shelters was muddied by
traffic and littered with garbage and worse. As Dar passed among the tents, she spied men ldling insde
some, while ragged women with brands on their foreheads scurried about with bundles of firewood and
other burdens.

Muut didn’'t stop a the tents, but dragged Dar past them toward a dight rise. Its top was crowned
with what looked like a collection of conicd haystacks. These manthigh grass-and-reed structures were
enclosed by awide cirdle of bare branches that were set upright in the ground. The purpose of the cirdle
wasn't clear, for the branches were placed too far apart to form a barrier. Whatever its sgnificance, the
men's boisterous mood dampened as they approached the circle. They hdted a its edge, and Muut
pointed to the nearest cone. “Go over there,” he said, releasing Dar’'s arm.

Da nervoudy obeyed.
“Gargatok,” cdled Muut in aloud voice.

Huge hands, darkly tanned and tipped with claws, thrust from the straw and parted it like a curtain. A
pair of yellow eyes peered from the shadows.

Muut yelled, “We brought you a new girl.”
The grass parted further and Garga-tok emerged into the sunlight. His body was shaped like that of a



vay large man, though it was far more massve and muscular, particularly about the chest, neck, and
shoulders. He wore a short-deeved tunic that extended to his knees. It was covered with smdl, rounded
iron plates that overlapped like fish scales. The armored garment was rusty and ponderous-looking, but
the orc seemed oblivious of its weight. A broad-bladed dagger hung from a wide legther bdt. His
shoulders were covered by a short cape with a curious fringe sewn on its edges. In horror, Dar redized
the fringe was made of human ears, some of which bore women's earrings.

Dar’ s gaze lifted from the gruesome cape to the orc’s large, grotesque head. A heavy brow shaded his
inhumen eyes. Above the brow was a wide forehead, covered with a pattern of ridges and knobby
growths. Behind these was a thick and tangled mane of long, reddish har. The ridge of his nose was
sharp, but turned broad close to the large nodrils. His thin-lipped mouth was wide, while his chin seemed
disproportionately amdl and pointed for so massve a head. A desgn of black lines covered the lower
part of hisface, completing its savage |ook.

Yet it wasn't Garga-tok’ s bizarre appearance that terrified Dar—it was the way he regarded her. His
ydlow eyes, though as inscrutable as a wild beast’s, possessed an dien intdligence. She was beng
examined, but she had no ideawhy. The orc’'s interest might be malign, casua, or even culinary. Unable
to fathom it, Dar fet dangeroudy vulnerable.

“Youz nameiswhat?’ asked Garga-tok in a degp voice that had the rawness of a growl.

The orc appeared s0 bedtid that Dar was stunned when he spoke, and she stood mute until Garga-tok
sad more loudly, “Y ouz name!”

“Dar,” she answered in atiny voice.

The orc curled back his lips and hissed, exposing teeth that were pearly black. A pair of sharp fangs
jutted from both his upper and lower jaws, while the rest of his teeth were not unlike a human's.
“Dargu?’ he said, then hissed agan.

A second orc emerged from a nearby grass cone and Garga-tok spoke to him. “Kaa washavoki
theefak Dargu.”

The second orc curled back his lips and said something equaly incomprehensble. Then he and
Garga-tok hissed together.

Dar turned to ask the men what the orcs were saying and discovered they had fled. When she faced
Gargatok again, he had moved so close that she had to look upward to see his face. She remained
frozen to the spot, uncertain what to do and fearful of provoking him.

Gargatok’s nogdrils flared as he stared down at her. “You gink.” He turned away and uttered
something in his strange tongue before disgppearing into his shelter.

The remaining orc grabbed Dar’s upper am, endrding it entirdy with his fingers. “Sutat,” he said,
puling her am so forcefully that she was briefly wrenched off her feet. The orc strode toward the river,
gripping Dar so she was forced to hdf run to keep up. He was shorter than Garga-tok and the markings
on his face were different. He also wore no cape. Dar, however, scarcely noticed this. Her atention was
fixed on the hatchet dangling from his belt. It looked very amilar to one her father used to butcher game.

The orc took her to where the sandy riverbank was littered with boulders. One was the sze and shape
of atable. That's where he'll daughter me, Dar thought, and clean my carcass. To her surprise, the
orc didn’t grab his hatchet. Instead, he marched her into the river. Once Dar stood in water up to her
caves, he released her am and said, “ Splufukat.”



Dar turned s0 she could face the orc. “I don’'t understand.”

The orc bent down, scooped water with his huge hands, and splashed her, drenching the front of her
shift. “ Splufukeat. Splufukat.”

Dar stood motionless—terrified and uncomprehending. The orc's face gave ho more clues to his
mood or intentions than an animd’s would. Dar shook her head. “What do...”

The orc seized Dar and tossed her into deeper water. She landed with a splash, fdl backward, and
submerged completely. Dar had never seen a body of water larger than a mountain stream, and being
immersed panicked her. She struggled to her feet and dashed toward the shore. The orc blocked her
way, one hand reeching for his hatchet. “Splufukat,” he said again, this time in the low, harsh tone of a

growling dog.

Dar’s terror, frudration, and exhaustion combined to burst forth in a great sob. Her body shuddered
with its force, which shattered her sdlf-control. She began weeping, and the sound attracted a second
orc, who descended the bank. As Dar fought to difle her sobs, the two orcs spoke briefly inther strange
language. Thefirg orc Ieft, but the second one remained. He was even tdler than Garga-tok, though not
as massvdy huilt, and his festures were more findy formed. Like Garga-tok, he wore a short cape,
though it lacked the fringe of ears. The orc watched Dar with green-gold eyes, blocking the shordline and
ssaming to wait for her to cease arying.

When she did, he spoke. “Washavokis have unpleasing scent when they bathe not.”
Dar guessed what “splufukat” meant. “Y ou want me to bathe?’

“Isnot thet plan?’

“But it's unhedthy.”

The orc curled back his lips “Do | look unhedthy? Wash body and clothes” He pointed to Dar's
partly submerged bundle, drifting in the current. “Y ou losng some.”

After Dar retrieved the bundle, she splashed water on her ams and legs, then headed for the shore.
The orc s2zed her arm. “Wet washavokis stink worse. Scrub dl skin with sand. Then wash clothes.”

Dar blushed. “Mugt | take them off?’
“Garga-tok said you will be clean.”

Dar assumed he meant yes. Oh well, it's not like undressing in front of a man. Then she recdled
the two men who had taken her to Garga-tok. She glanced dong the riverbank. Sure enough, they were
spying on her from a distance and grinning broadly. “1 can’t bathe now.”

The orc's body tensed, and he opened his mouth wide to expose his fangs. Puffing up his chest, he
growled. The growl grew louder and became a roar that echoed dong the riverbank. All the while, his
greenish eyes bore into Dar. There was no migaking his menace. Ignoring the men, Dar quickly shed her
clothes and tossed them on the bank. While the orc watched, she scooped up river sand and rubbed it
on her bare skin. After she rinsed it off, she headed for the shore. The orc blocked her way and sniffed.
“Sill gink,” he said.

Dar waded back into the river to scrub some more. When she finished, the orc sniffed her and sent her
back yet again. By then, Dar had redized that she wasn't about to die, and her fear gave way to
irritation. Though she dared not defy the orc, she glared a him angrily. She had no idea if he understood



her look; he smply curled back hislips and muttered, “Dargu nak theef turpadaga”

When Dar was findly permitted to leave the river, her skin glowed rosy pink and her ams and legs
were savera shades lighter. She hurriedly washed her shift by pounding it on a submerged stone and
donned it wet before washing her other clothes. When the last garment was clean, the orc seemed
satidfied. “Come,” he said. “You go to Neffa”

The orc led Dar to a part of the camp outside the cirde of branches, but close to it. He headed for a
long, open-sided tent that was twice the height of the others. Its doth was black with soot, for it spanned
apit where food was being cooked. “Neffal” bellowed the orc.

A woman |eft the smoky tent and hurried over. Her clothes, hair, and skin were soot-stained and her
eyes were bloodshot. “Here is new washavoki,” said the orc. Then he waked away without waiting for a

response.

Neffa seemed harried, and she had a worn-out ook that made her age hard to determine. She gave
Da a cursory inspection. “We're supposed to get two girls” she said. “Where's the other? Tupping
ome oldier?”’

“She's dead,” replied Dar.
Neffa seemed unsurprised. “Already?’

Four

Dar thought Neffa would help her ettle in, but dl she said was “Feed the fires” There were over a
dozen blazing within the long pit. Women were gathered about them, tending large kettles. As Dar waited
for more complete ingructions, Neffa turned and struck a woman who was lislesdy dirring porridge.
“Mind what you're doing,” she ydled. “Don't let that scorch!”

“Neffa” shouted Murdant Teeg. “The men are hungry.”
“Ther€ll be porridge soon,” said Neffa

“Porridge? | gave you hitches roots this morning.”
“They’re cooking.”

“Wel, cook them fagter,” yeled Murdant Teeg.
Neffaglared at Dar. “Why are you sanding there?’

Dar set her wet bundle down and went over to the nearby woodpile. She grabbed a large branch and
dragged it over to where a woman girred a kettle filled with roots. The woman grabbed Dar’'s arm.
“Hey, scabhead. What are you doing?’

“I’'m supposed to feed the fires.”

“Fool! That'sway too big. Do you want to burn down the tent?’



“I'll chop it up,” sad Dar. “Where' s an ax?’
The woman rolled her eyes. “How should | know?’

Dar dragged the branch outside and looked about for something to chop it into smaler pieces. She
was dill searching when another woman cdled, “Wood, scabby! Bring wood!”

Dar dashed over to the tangled pile of branches for one that she could break with her hands and feet.
She hurriedly snapped it into pieces and threw them on the woman's fire. Already, someone dse was
shouting for wood, and others quickly joined her call.

“Wood, you dug! Wood!”
“Move your ass, scabby!”
“Hurry, hillbitch, food doesn’'t cook itsdf!”

Used to an isolated life, Dar fdt nearly overwhemed by the clamoring voices. The suddenness of the
shouting made Dar suspect she was being baited. Neverthdess, she scurried back and forth, trying to
sidy everyone. It was impossible, and her harassment ceased only when the food was ready.

Neffa appeared with a woman in tow whose brand looked only recently hesled. The woman had a
young face that was framed by long black hair and marked by a purple bruise beneath one eye. “You'll
serve with Memni tonight,” said Neffato Dar. “Go with her.”

“Comeon,” said Memni. “We have to wash firs.”
“I've dready bathed today.”
“It doesn’'t matter. Y ou're sweety, and orcs have noses like hounds.”

Memni led Dar to a tent. Indde was a large copper basin containing hot water that had been mixed
with herbs. The steam that rose from it amdled of them. “The herbs hep mask our scent,” said Memni. A
naked woman stood in the basn and hurriedly scrubbed hersdf with a cloth that she dipped in the
scented water. The rest of the women in the tent, about a dozen in dl, appeared to have dready washed,
for they wore clean robes.

“Have you lain with aman today?’ asked Memni. “If so, wash extra careful. Orcs hate that smel.”
“I try to keep away from men,” said Dar.

Memni seemed pleased to hear that. “What's your name?’

“Da.”

“Thisis Dar,” said Memni to the othersin the tent. The women cast Dar indifferent glances, otherwise,
they didn’t acknowledge her.

“You're from the hills, aren’'t you?” said Memni. “I can tdl by your accent. Lots of the girls come from
there. | was bornin Luven, but my uncle...oops, it's your turn. Be quick.”

Dar undressed, stepped into the basin, and began washing. Recdling her experience at the river, she
scrubbed thoroughly.

“Put on one of those robes when you're done,” said Memni, pointing to some linen robes draped over



aline “After you finish serving, bring it back here and wash it in the basin.”
Dar finished washing and donned a robe. “What will | be doing?’ asked Dar.

“Giving orcs ther food. They st. We serve. It's like a ceremony. Just copy me. And you have to say
‘moothayer-rat-thas-affa’ when you do it.”

“What does that mean?’

“Who knows? Bt it's important,” said Memni. “The orcs get mad if you forget. Some will hit you.
You don't want that. I’ ve seen one kill a man that way. Just one blow. I'm not even sure he meant to do
it. They're s0...”

“Memni!” shouted a woman. “ Stop blabbing with the scabhead and get ready.”

Memni quickly shed her clothes, exposing severd more bruises. After she had washed and put on a
clean robe, dl the women Ieft the tent. The food they were to serve stood ready. A large kettle of
porridge had poles inserted in its handle so a pair of women could lift and carry it. There were dso
baskets that held sleaming roots. The women lifted the food and walked toward the circular enclosure in
adow processon. Memni and Dar were assgned to bear the kettle. Memni grunted from the effort of
lifting her end of the pole. “No one likes to serve” she said. “Espedidly porridge. By the time we're
done, dl we'll get is scraps. But | have my soldier, so...”

“Shush!” said another woman as they entered the circdle of upright branches. The women proceeded
past the conicd dructures into the open area they surrounded. There, row upon row of orcs sat
cross-legged and mationless. The woman leading the procession caled out in a loud voice, “Saf nak ur
Muthz la”

Deep voices answered in unison, “Shashav Muth 1a” To Dar, the voices sounded like the roar of an
avadanche. The fear and awe she experienced when she fird saw Garga-tok returned as she gazed upon
the mongtrous faces. Each was different, yet dl possessed a common inhumanity. Their anima-hued eyes
glowed like those of catsin the fading light, and Dar dreaded waking among them.

“Hurry,” whispered Memni. “Rll your ladle and start serving. Don't forget to say the words.”

The kettle was too cumbersome to carry among the orcs, so serving them would take many trips back
and forth. Each orc had a wide, shdlow metd bowl set before him. Dar watched Memni ladle porridge
over the roots that had been served already. At least they're not fussy how their food Iooks, thought
Dar, as she imitated Memni. When she turned to refill the ladle, the orc she had just served grabbed her
ankle. His claws dug into her skin. The words! | didn’t say the words! For a long moment, her mind
went blank. The hand squeezed tighter.

“Moo...uh...Mooth...Mootha-yer...yer-rat...thas-affa,” said Dar. “Mootha-yer-rat-thas-affa.”

The orc released Dar, and she hurried back to the kettle, her ankle bloody. After that, Dar was careful
to recite the phrase. All the orcs she served received their food without reacting, except the orc who had
forced her to bathe. He curled back hislips and sad, “Dargu.”

Dar pretended not to notice as she poured the porridge over his bowl. “Mootha yer-rat-thas-affa.”
“No,” sad the orc. “Muth la urat tha saf 1a”

Dar repeated what he said. “Muth la urat tha sf 1a”



“Ha,” responded the orc. “Yes”

By the time Dar and Memni had ladled out the last of the porridge, it was dusk. The other women had
departed. Memni looked inside the kettle as she and Dar carried it back to the cook tent. “If you scrape
the Sdes,” she said, “there s enough for your dinner.”

“What about you?’ asked Dar.
“l have my soldier,” said Memni. “Hée |l give me something.”

The cooking tent was nearly deserted when Dar and Memni returned. A lone woman was deaning up,
and a paunchy soldier watched her. When he saw Memni approach, he held out a handful of cooked
roots. “Hey, bird,” he said. “Got some supper here”

“Aren’'t you swest,” said Memni.

“Yamight get some,” he replied, “if yar sweet tame”

“I'm adways sweet to you, Faussy.”

“Come’'n’ proveit.”

“Soon as | change,” said Memni, heading for the bathing tent. “ Dar, you should change, t0o.”
Dar looked at the porridge kettle and hesitated. “I'm going to et firs.”

The woman glanced up from her scrubbing. “You can only wear those robes while serving,” she said.
“Don’'t worry about the porridge. Itll be safe”

“Thanks” Dar said, and followed Memni.

After Dar changed into her shift and washed the robe, she returned to the kettle. To her dismay, the
woman was washing it. “You must be Dar, the new scabhead,” said the woman, who had a round,
pleasant face with kind eyes. She appeared Dar’s age, though her brand was old enough to have faded
to a pae, raised scar. She was dso very pregnant. The woman smiled and held out a cooked root in
addition to abowl of crusty porridge. “I saved these for you. I'm Lord.”

Dar took the food. After an exhausting and terrifying day, Lord’s kindness fet overwheming. Dar
dtarted to thank her, but burst out crying instead. Lord watched sympatheticaly as Dar struggled to difle
her sobs. It took a while before she succeeded. “I never cry,” said Dar, feding embarrassed, “and now
I’ve done it twice today.”

“| cried for awhole moon after they took me,” said Lord.

“Everything has been s0...” Dar paused to suppress a sob. “...so horrible”

“Youll get used to it,” sad Lord. She gave Dar ahug. “Eat. You mus be garving.”
“l am.”

Lord watched Dar devour the root, then hungrily scoop the porridge from the bowl with her fingers.
“You needn't eet like an orc,” she said. “No one will take it from you.”



Lord didn't speak again uniil Dar finished licking the bowl and her fingers. “1 rescued your bundle of
clothes. I'm afraid someone trod it into the mud.”

“On purpose?’

“Of course. You're lucky she didn’t tossit in the fire”

“Why would anyone do that?’ asked Dar.

“The men fancy new girls, and that gtirs up trouble. Everyone' s afraid you might take their man.”
“ Except you.”

Lord laughed ruefully. “No man wants a plugged womb-pipe.”

“Wdl, | want no man,” said Dar. “ So no one should worry.”

“You may not want one, but you need one. Where will you get shoes, if not from a man? Women have
no share in the plunder. Only through a man’s generosity...”

“Generogty?’ said Dar. “Don’'t make me laugh! The only thing a man gives a woman is a big bely.
Nothing else comes free”” Dar recaled her suitors, who seemed to think a wife's sole purpose was to
serve thar needs.

“That's the way of the world,” Lora said. “We're subject to men.”

“My father’s favorite lesson,” said Dar.

“Why so hitter?” asked Lord. “It's naturd for fathers to teach about life”

“There was nothing naturd about his lessons. Even beasts show more restraint.”

“But men aren't beasts,” said Lord. “They're the masters here. You' d best look for a generous one.”
“Have you found such a man?’

“Perhaps” sad Lord, “if | bear hm a son.”

Dar looked dubious. “And that's how | should live my life?’

“That's how you must liveit.”

Five

After Lord banked the embers in the cooking pit, she led Dar to the women's tent. Its floor was
covered with straw and bodies. Although it was only a little past dusk, dl the women there were adeep.
Lord and Dar caefully picked thar way through the crowded gloom to a space large enough to lie
down. Though Dar’s cloak was dill damp from washing and covered with muddy footprints, she was too
exhausted to care. She wrapped it around her and sank down on the trampled straw.



Lord touched her shoulder. “Share my cloak,” she whispered. “Yoursiswet.”

Dar cast her damp cloak aside to be enveloped by Lord’s dry one. She fdt Lord’s bulging bely
briefly press againgt her back and recadled lying next to her pregnant mother. It was the last of her happy
memories. After Dar's older brothers died in an avalanche, her father had become obsessed with
replacing his mae heirs. Only when Dar’s mother concelved again had peace returned. Yet what came
afterward convinced Dar that her mother hadn’'t swelled with life, but with death instead. Dar shuddered,
rdiving the bloody night it had burst forth. She pressed her back againgt Lord, wishing her a better
fortune.

It was dill dark when Neffa entered the tent. “Up!” she shouted. “Up! Up! Where's Memni? Is
Memni here?”’

“Shel swith Faus” answered a deepy voice.
“Taren, then,” said Neffa “I doubt she's tupping. Taren!”
“Here” answered avoice.

“Show the new girl how to make porridge,” said Neffa. “Rise, girls. The Queen’s Man is back. The
menwill be up early.”

The women dept in their clothes, so dressing consisted of little more than dipping on shoes. Lacking
these, Dar was one of the firs out of the tent. A woman emerged soon afterward, spotted Dar, and
stopped. “ Scabhead, you know how to make porridge?’

“Of course” said Dar.
“Have you made it for a hundred?’
“Only for five”

“Wel, there's a big difference” said the woman, who Dar assumed was Taren. Her appearance was
the opposite of Lord’s; she was bony, with a sharp, pockmarked face, and long dirty-blond hair, which
was plaited into a Sngle, greasy braid. She bore the same worn and hardened look as Neffa, which made
it difficult for Dar to judge her age. “Come on, scabby,” she said. “I'll show you how it’s done.”

“My name's Dar.”

“S0? You're dill a scabhead.”

Taren led Dar over to thefire pit. “Firgt, you roast the gran over embers. Y ou know how to do that?’
“Of course.”

“Then lignt afire. I'll get the grain.”

By the time Dar had afire going, Taren appeared, sruggling with a heavy sack of grain. Dar went over
to hdp her. “Do we dways rise before davn?’

“When you tup a soldier, you get to deep in.”



“Neffadlows that?”

“She has no choice. If she stuck her nosein a man's tent, he'd whack it off.”
“Wdl, I'm used to risng early,” said Dar.

“Youll get to deep in” said Taren. “Men will choose you.”

The bitterness in Taren’s voice surprised Dar. Then she regarded the woman's ragged clothes and
shoeless feet. They made her recal Lord’s remark about needing men's generogty. Taren's seen little
of that.

When Dar’ s fire burned down to embers, she and Taren placed a large kettle upon it. Roagting grain
for a hundred turned out to be little different from doing it for five, except it was harder work. The mass
of kernds had to be stirred congtantly to keep from scorching. As she had in the dark highland hut, Dar
judged when the roasting was done by smdl rather than sght. When the gran had a toasted aroma, she
pulled the kettle from the embers and Taren gave her a large wooden pestle to pound the grain in
preparation for making porridge.

By then, the sky had lightened. Disheveled, deepy-eyed women left the soldiers tents and went
draght to work. Memni approached. “Is that grain ready to cook?’

“Almog,” sad Dar.

“I'll get the water,” said Memni, grabbing a pair of buckets.

Taren came over after Memni |eft. “Y ou two friends?’

“We served porridge to the orcs together.”

“If you whore about like she does, you'll serve every night. Neffa s not blind.”

Before Dar could speak, Taren waked away. Memni returned shortly afterward. “Build up the fire”
she sad, “while | mix in the water.”

Dar piled wood on the embers as Memni added water to turn the toasted and pulverized grain into a
visoous paste. Then the two women dragged the kettle back over the flames “Dar, would you gir?’
asked Memni. “I’'m beat. Sometimes | think Faus deeps dl day just so he can tup dl night.”

“And you submit to that for a handful of roots?

“He gives me other things as well.”

“Like those bruises?’

“They’re not hisfault; | shouldn’'t make him mad. Faus loves me”

Dar was about to reply, but changed her mind. Her nights are probably easier if she thinks he
loves her.

The sun rose to the shouts of murdants rousing the men. Soon, soldiers carrying wooden bowls began
to cluster about the cooking tent, waiting to be fed. Dar’'s job was to ladle out the porridge. She had
served the orcs during the soldiers evening med, so this was her fird encounter with most of the



regiment’s men. Though she expected crudeness, she was unprepared to be the focus of it. Word had
spread that there was a “fresh birdie” and the men were eager for a look. Some didn't confine
themsdlves to looking and made free with ther hands. Even more were free with their tongues. Thar
frank appraisals of Dar’ s looks and whether she was “worth tupping” were made as if she were dedf or,
a leadt, unfeding.

Dar tried to ignore the comments and fend off the advances as best she could. They roused a mixture
of anger and humiliaion that showed on her face. That only increased the attention she received. Soon,
she fdt like a wounded animd harried by aflock of ravens. Findly, when one man grabbed her breast as
she was serving him, she snapped and threw porridge in his face.

A soldier laughed. “Wd, Var, it seems that birdie pecks.”

Varf's hand shot out and seized Dar’ s wrig so firmly she gasped. He pulled it upward while squeezing
until she dropped the ladle. After it hit the ground, the soldier drew his knife and moved the blade toward
Dar’'sface. “Let's see how wel she pecks without a beak.”

A hand gripped Varf's shoulder. “The gil was dumsy,” said a stedy voice. “I'm sure she's sorry.
Aren't you, scabby?’

Before Dar could mumble “yes,” Varf put his knife away. “1 was just teasing, Murdant,” he said.

The man who had intervened was older and harder-looking than the other soldiers. His leathery,
sun-darkened face made his pae blue eyes seem more piercing. Those eyes fixed on Dar, but they didn't
rove over her body. “Serve the man,” the murdant said, “and this time mind you get it in his bowl.”

Dar picked up the ladle and wiped it on her shift before serving Varf. Her hand shook so vidlently, she
feared missang the bowl. Varf scowled, but the murdant’ s presence seemed to temper his anger.

“All right!” said the murdant in a loud voice. “Stop gaping and eet up. The lazy days are over. The
Queen’s Man has issued orders. | want dl the murdants to report to me” He turned to Dar. “You're
new. What's your name?’

“ Da..n

“Wedl, Dar, watch where you serve the porridge from now on. The men will have ther fun, and it's not
wise to rile them.”

“Yes, Murdant.”

The murdant stepped away, then turned, asif seized by an afterthought. “Come to the Queen’'s Man's
compound when you' re done here. There' s some work for you. Ask for me, Murdant Kol.”

Dar finished serving. After the porridge-throwing incident, the soldiers were less free with their hands,
and their comments were more subdued. From the way the other women regarded her, Dar suspected
some regretted that Varf hadn't carried out his threat. She recalled the enraged look in his eyes and fdt
certain he hadn’'t been teasing. She touched her nose and Slently thanked Murdant Kol thet it was dill
there.

After the soldiers departed, the women grabbed hurried medls before beginning the next round of
chores. Dar headed for the Queen's Man's compound. It lay a the edge of the encampment, for the
generd who commanded the regiment's orcish and humen soldiers stayed apart from both. His



compound reflected his high rank. The tents there were large and findy made. Each was sewn together
and fitted over a frame so it resembled a cloth house with vertica walls and a pyramidd roof. Dar
guessed the largest one belonged to the Queen’s Man. As she approached it, a soldier barred her way.

“What are ye doin’ here?’
“Murdant Kol told meto come. He said there was some work.”
“Wait here. He' s busy with the murdants.”

As Dar waited, she thought she heard Murdant Kol’s voice coming through the wal of a nearby tent.
“...dl shiddrons mug be at the assembly point by the end of this moon. Take it easy; the Queen’'s Man
wants the orcs rested for the campaign. Murdant Teeg, you'll have...”

“So birdie)” sad the soldier, “what does Kol want of ye?’
“l don’t know.”

The soldier grinned. “Can't ye guess?’

When Dar blushed, the soldier’ s grin broadened.

Da’ sinquigtion was interrupted when a group of men emerged from the closest tent. Dar recognized
Murdant Teeg among them. Murdant Kol strode out lagt, with the assurance of a man with authority. He
glanced in Dar’ s direction and amiled. “There are some haresin the cook tent,” he said. “The officers got
them hawking and want their pelts for hdmet liners. You'll skin them and scrape their hides for tanning.”

“I'll have to soak the hides for at least a day before scraping them,” said Dar.
“A day isdl you'll have” said Kal. “Well be bresking camp day after tomorrow.”
“Then I'll be sure to finish them by then.”

“Good,” said Kol. He led Dar to the tent where food was prepared for the officers. It was much
andler and better made than the one Dar worked in, featuring sides that could be rolled down in bad
wesether and a vent to let smoke out yet keep rain from entering. Two branded women were there, one
tending the fires and the other pounding grain. Three men were preparing a med. Kol addressed one of
them. “Dar, here, will be skinning the hares. Give her aliver for her trouble.”

Murdant Kol left, and Dar began to work. There were seven hares and she took extra care skinning
and dressing them. When she was done, a cook took the carcasses. Dar reminded him that Murdant Kol
hed said she could have a liver. Irritation crossed the man's face, but he handed Dar one. “Take it,
birdie, but don't cook it here.”

Dar cupped the morsd in her hand and carried the pets to the river. There, she waded out to a
submerged boulder, spread the pets on it, and weghted them down with rocks. That done, Dar
skewered the liver on a stick and headed for the fire pit. It was crowded with women busy preparing
another med. Dar hdted, imagining their reaction if she roasted her reward while they worked. Dar
moved out of the women's Sght, then removed the liver from the stick and ate it raw.

Dar was wiping her bloody fingers on the grass when she noticed Murdant Kol watching her. He
sauntered over. “You're afierce one” he said. “No wonder you rile the men.” Kol eyed Dar’s body as if
he were judging a horse. Dar tensed under his scrutiny and Kol acknowledged her reaction by amiling.
“Yes” he sad. “I'm certain of it—your face looks better with a nose.”



Dar frowned but did not reply.

“Y ou show too much spirit,” said Kol. “It causes trouble.”

“ g7

Kol shook his head. “With that attitude you won't last long.”
“So | should become awhore? I'd sooner die”

“You need do nether. Just don’t provoke the men.”

“And let them abuse me?’

“If they try, tdl them you're my woman. They’ll stop.”

Dar diffened. “ Your woman?’

“yYes”

“So you're daiming me, asif | were plunder.”

“No,” replied Kal. “I’'m offering my protection.”

“Why?

“Out of kindness,” replied Kol. He smiled. “Is that so surprisng?’

Dar thought it was. She studied Murdant Kol’s face, trying to divine the reason for his amile, but his
pae eyes offered no hint.

Six

After Kol departed, Dar headed to the cooking Ste. Passing the women's tent, she paused to peer
indde. It was empty. Dar was tired after atroubled deep, and the temptation to rest was irresigtible. She
dipped ingde and lay down on the straw. |’ ve done everything I’ ve been told. If Neffa wants me, she
can find me.

Not long afterward, Neffa did just that and woke Dar with a kick. Dar avoided a second one only by
goringing to her feet. “Lazy sow!” ydled Neffa “There's no rest while the sun shines”

Dar suppressed the urge to kick Neffa back. “What would you have me do?’

“Roagt and pound grain,” said Neffa. “ And when you' re done with that, I'll give you other work. Next
time | catch you napping, I'll tdl a murdant. HE Il have you whipped. Understand?’

“Yes” sad Dar.

Dar joined the women who were roasting and pounding the camp’s entire store of grain in preparation
for the march. Lord was there, and she helped Dar get set up. Each kettle of grain took a long time to



process, and even Dar’ s work-hardened hands were blistered by the fifth batch. Dulled by the monotony
of her work, she was caught off guard by the soldier. He seized her from behind, pinioning her arms.
Then he lifted and swung her around. When Dar’s feet touched the ground again, she was facing Varf.
Ancther soldier grabbed her ankles. Dar struggled to break free, but the two men held her fast.

“Hdlo, birdie)” said Varf. “Remember me?’
“Yes” sad Dar. Then, swdlowing her pride, she added, “I’'m sorry about this morning.”

“Not sorry enough.” said Varf. He scanned the fire pit and pulled out a large stick. Its tip smoldered.
“That porridge burned.” Varf blew on the stick until its end glowed orange.

Da glanced about franticaly. The other women had stopped working. Ther nervous dillness
reminded Dar of fawvns frozen by a hunter’'s approach. Some nearby soldiers looked on, dso. They
appeared amused. “What are you going to do?’ she asked.

“Give you something to remember me by,” replied Varf. He bent down and lifted the hem of Dar’'s
shift.

“I'm Kal’s woman!” blurted Dar.

Vaf stopped. “What?’

“I'm Murdant Kol’s woman. He told me to say that.”

The soldier holding Dar’s arms eased his grip dightly. “Varf...” he sad in a cautionary tone.
“She'shluffing,” said Varf.

“Whet if she's not?" asked the other soldier.

Vaf dared into Dar's eyes, then tossed the stick away. “Then I'd say she's jumped from the pot to
thefire” He soit, hitting Dar’ s foot. “Come on, men, the bitch learned her lesson.”

The soldiers released Dar and retreated with Varf. She stood aone, feding only partly relieved, for the
expressions of the women made her uneasy. Dar hadn’t planned to say that she was Kol’s woman, and
she feared the words that had saved her would have other consequences. As she pondered her Stuation,
the women gradudly resumed their work until only Lord glared at her. “That didn't take long,” she sad
ina cold tone.

“What do you mean?’ asked Dar.

Lord turned away without answering.

Dar worked into the late afternoon surrounded by women, yet apart from them. Lord had ceased
gpeaking to her, while the others had never started. Dar caught ther surreptitious glances and sensed she
was the subject of whispered conversations. Ther behavior reminded Dar of her stepmother’s after
learning her new hushand had abused his daughter. Thess blamed me, not him. These women are
acting the same way.

As the afternoon wore on, the pace around the cooking tent picked up. Neffa ordered Dar to make
porridge for the orcs and serve it to them as wdl. When the porridge was ready, Dar headed for the



washing tent. There, she found Memni scrubbing off the grime from a day of lugging firewood. She
looked exhausted, but smiled when she saw Dar. Dar amiled back, relieved she wasn't ostracized by
everyone. After Dar washed and dressed, she joined Memni outside. “I’ve got porridge duty agan,”
Memni said with a sgh. Then she grinned. “I hear you got a men!”

“Who told you that?’

“Everyone. Word travels fast.”

“It's not whet they think,” said Dar. “At least, | hope not.”
“Hurry,” shouted Neffa. “Don’'t make the orcs wait.”

Dar and Memni did a pole through the kettle's handle, lifted it, and joined the women bearing food.
They had nearly reached the circle of straw shelters when they heard a drunken voice shouting, “ Stop!
Stop, ya bitches!”

Dar turned to see a soldier staggering up the dope, his bowl in hand. His comrades warned him to
come back, but they kept outside the cirdle of branches. Dar thought they seemed &fraid to enter it. The
soldier with the bowl ignored their calls. Ingtead, he kept sumbling toward Dar and Memni.

“Can’'t ya hear me? Stop! Gimme some tuppin’ porridge.”
“You can't have this” sad Memni. “It'sfor...”

The soldier swung a Memni, but missed. Memni dropped her end of the pole, nearly causng the
kettle to tip over when it hit the ground. “Don’'t tdl me whet | can't do,” said the soldier as he dipped his
bowl into the seaming porridge.

Garga-tok appeared s0 quickly that Dar saw only a flash of movement before he gripped the soldier.
Theman gave a dartled cry as he was lifted in the air and plunged headfirst into the kettle. What followed
next was edrily quiet. The soldier’s upper torso disappeared into the porridge and the orc held him fast as
he thrashed about. Whatever screams or pleas the man attempted were silenced by the hot, viscous
gran. All the soldiers and women were too cowed to speak; moreover, Garga-tok seemed beyond
entreaty. He held the soldier, without apparent effort, until the man went limp. Only then did Garga-tok
lift the soldier from the porridge to toss his corpse beyond the circle of branches.

Gargatok turned hisydlow eyes on Dar. “Pot dirty.” He kicked the kettle, sending it ralling down the
dope. “Make more”

Da and Memni hurried to obey, glad to flee the murderer. Only when Garga-tok departed did the
bystanders begin to talk. Most of the voices were hushed, but Dar heard one soldier laugh. “I dways
sad drink would kill him.”

The other women were adeep by the time Dar and Memni had more porridge. The moon had yet to
rise, and the two women needed torches to light their way to the orcs who sat immobile in the dark. Dar
cdled out the words Neffa had ingtructed her to say. “Saf nak ur Muthz 12"

The night thundered with the orcs' response. * Shashav Muth 1a”

Torch in hand, Dar hurried to serve the orcs, reciting the words she had learned the previous evening.
All the orcs received their food in slence until she came to one whose eyes reflected green in the



torchlight. After she recited the phrase, he said, “Tava, Dargu.”
Dar froze.
“Tava, Dargu.”
It occurred to Dar that “Tava’ might be aform of gregting, so she repeated it. “Tava”
The orc curled back hislips. “Theef maz nak Kovok-mah.”

Da stared at him, puzzled by his behavior. When she headed toward the kettle to rdfill her ladle, the
orc sad, “Vata, Dargu.”

As Dar walked away she said “Vatd' and heard the orc hiss.

Dar and Memni were tired and hungry, but they had to change out of ther robes, wash them, and
scrub the pot. Faus was absent, and dinner for both women consisted of scrapings from the kettle. As
they ate, Dar asked Memni, “Do orcs ever speak to you when you serve them?’

“Never.”

“One doesto me” said Dar. “Always the same one. He' s tdl with greenish eyes.”
“Does he wear a short cape?’

“yes”

“Then, he's sort of like a murdant. The soldiers cdl him Kovok-something.”
“Kovok-mah,” said Dar. “So that’ s what he said. He told me his name. | wonder why.”

“I'veno idea,” said Memni, “but I'd avoid him. He' s the one that killed a man with one blow. All orcs
are dangerous and quick to anger. Remember what happened to that soldier tonight.”

Dar shuddered at the thought. “Let’s not talk about it.”

“Tdl me about Murdant Kol, ingeed,” said Memni. “How’d you snag him so fast?’
“l didn't do anything, | swear by Karm’s holy name.”

“Didn’'t Kol say you were his?’

“Yes, but...”

“Thenyou are. Don't worry.”

“l can’'t help but worry. | don’'t even know the man.”

“All you need to know is that he's the high murdant. The Queen’'s Man and his officers give the
orders, but the murdants run things, and Kol runs the murdants. He can have any gil he chooses.”

Dar fdt achill in the pit of her somach. “And | have no say in the matter?’
Memni gave Dar a puzzled look. “What's the problem? I’'m happy for you.”



“Lord didn’'t seem happy.”
“Well, that's to be expected. It's his baby she's carrying.”
“Kol’s baby?’ sad Dar, her chill degpening.

“What does that matter? It’'s you he wants now.”

Seven

Dar’s father was stting on her straw bed in the dark hut, his fingers softly traveling up and down her
am. Then his hand strayed elsewhere. Although they were aone, he spoke in a husky whisper. “Move
over, honey. Let melie beside you.”

Dar woke with a start, her heart pounding. The dream of her father evoked thoughts of Murdant Kol.
Segping women surrounded her, but she couldn't shake the feding that the murdant was near. Dar
envisoned him touching her, and dread prevented further deep. She lay awake until Neffa cdled the
women forth. At the cooking site, Dar made porridge for the soldiers and served it to them. This
morning, the men made no crude remarks and kept their hands to themsdaves. Apparently, they knew she
was taken.

After the morning med, Dar went to retrieve the pelts and heard orcs in the river. Fearful that they
might have didodged the soaking pelts, she rushed into the water. Dar was rdlieved to see the orcs were
bething upstream and the pelts were where she had left them. She examined one and found it properly
softened, though St had lodged in the fur. While she rinsed it out, an orc swam closer. He stopped and
stood chest-deep in the water afew paces away.

Dar recognized his green-gold eyes. Though nervous, she thought it prudent to acknowledge him.
“Tava, Kovok-mah.”

The orc curled back hislips. “Tava, Dargu.”

Dar had an ear for language, and having guessed the orcish word for “name,” she replied, “My theef is
Da.”

The curl of Kovok-mah's lips became more pronounced. “Theef nak Dargu.”
“Da.”

“Thwa,” said Kovok-mah. “No.”

“Yes” replied Dar. “Ha.”

“Dargu nak theef turpadaga”

“You sad that before. What does it mean?’

“Dargu is proper name for you.”



“Why? What does ‘Dargu’ mean?’

“Darguissmdl animd. It hunts. Fur is brown in summer, whitein winter.”

“A weasdl!” said Dar. She pretended to be insulted and made a show of scowling.

When Kovok-mah saw Dar’ s expression, he hissed, then said, “Dargu issmdl, but fierce”

The comment encouraged Dar to quip, “Especidly when wet.” The orc hissed again, and it occurred
to Dar that he might be laughing. That gave her the courage to ask about what troubled her. “Why did
Garga-tok kill that soldier?’

“He was angry because washavoki stole from Muth |a”

Dar recognized the name. “Who is Muth |&?’

Kovok-mah shook his head. “Washavokis understand nothing.”
“How can | understand if you won't tell me?’

“Muth means ‘mother.” Muth lais...” Kovok-mah paused, trying to think of the proper human word.
“One Mother.”

Dar shot him a puzzled look. “ So the soldier stole from Garga-tok’ s mother?”

“Thwa Muth lais mother of everything—world, stars, trees, animds, urkzimmuthi, even washavokis.”
“So she's a goddess, like Karm,” said Dar. “An orc goddess.”

“l do not understand ‘ goddess.” Muth lais Muth [a”

“And the food belongs to her?’

“Ha. When you say ‘Muth la urat tha sof 1a” you say ‘One Mother gives you this food.” Washavoki
soldier gole from Muth [a”

To Dar, it seemed a poor reason to kill amean. “1 made that food,” she said. “That soldier only took it
from me”

“You are muth,” replied the orc.

Before Dar could respond to this cryptic remark, an orc caled to Kovok-mah in Orcish. Kovok-mah
replied in the same tongue, and the two briefly shouted back and forth. Dar thought their words sounded
angry, but she knew too little about orcs to be certain. Then, without another word to Dar, Kovok-mah
swam off.

Dar finished rinang the pelts and went to the Queen's Man's compound to scrape them. The camp
bustled with preparations for the march, and even the soldiers were busy loading wagons, daughtering
livestock, and sharpening their wegpons. As usud, the women worked harder, and Dar thought it wise to
pick up her pace as she walked.

The cooks were packing when Dar borrowed a knife, spread the pelts on the ground, and set to
work. She was nearly finished when Murdant Kol strode by. He stopped when he noticed her. Despite



wishing to appear cam, Dar tensed as he approached.
“How's my womean doing?’ asked Kol, amiling dightly when Dar flushed red.
“I'm dmaost done with the pelts,” she replied. “Where should | put them?’
“Give them to a cook to pack.”
“They'll rot if not dried firg.”
Kol nodded, but seemed unconcerned. “Have the men bothered you?’
“No.”
“Good,” sad Kal. “Stll, you appear ill rested. A crowded tent makes for afitful deep.”
“It makes for awarm one. Especidly when | shuggle with Lord.” Dar watched Kol for his reaction.
He was unperturbed. “How’s she doing?’
“Perhgps you should ask her.”
“Too busy,” said Kol. “Keep an eye on her during the march. She's dmost due.”
“I"d think you'd do that. After dl, she's...”
“She'swhat?’
Kol’s sharp tone made Dar cautious. “ She's under your command.”

“I'm only amurdant,” said Kol, histone easy again. “Officers command the troops. | don't command
anyone, leagt of dl the women. | want you to watch over Lora because | can’'t. The regiment breaks up
into shieldrons when passing through the king's lands—marching in smdler units makes it easer on the
pessants. You and Lord will be with the advance shieldron, but I'll stay in the rear awhile to vist the
other regiments.”

“There are other orc regiments?’
“Yes, and I'm high murdant to dl of them,” said Kal. “My duties go beyond this unit.”

Dar thought Kol's ar of pride contradicted his assertion that he was only a murdant. “What will you
be doing?’

“Enauring the marches start smoothly. I1t's along way to the assembly point.”
“How long?’
“You'll be marching for nearly a moon.”

Dar was rdieved that Murdant Kol would be elsewhere during that time. Her face must have betrayed
her fedings, for Kol asked in an ironic tone, “Does our parting make you sad?’

“You ve trested mewdl so far.”

“Tonight, I'll treat you even better. Y ou want that, don’t you?’



Dar’s face reddened. “Do | have a choice?’
“With me, you dways have a choice—I’m sure you'll make the smart one.”
“Which on€' s that?’

“You know,” said Murdant Kol as he l€ft.

As Dar finished scraping the pelts, her feding of helplessness grew stronger. Though Murdant Kol's
protection was red, she redized it didn't soring from kindness. He expects something in return, she
thought. He wants it tonight. That thought weighed on Dar’s mind as she reported to the cooking Ste.
The tent had been dismantled, but there was much activity about the fire pit.

“Where were you?' asked Neffa.
“l had to scrape pdts for Murdant Kol.”

Neffa s eyes narrowed when she heard Kol’s name. “Wdl, you missed the assgnments. You'll be in
Murdant Teeg's shiddron. Lora, Neena, Kari, and Taren will serve with you. Taren’s in charge. That's
only five women for thirty-six orcs and hdf as many men—hard duty. Slack off, and you'll be whipped,
no matter who you're tupping.”

“I'm used to hard work,” said Dar.
“Then do some now,” said Neffa. “There' s mesat to be dried.”

Dar joined a group of women who were didng thin strips of meeat from goat carcasses and hanging
them on arack over asmoky fire. Taren was with them, quiet and doof. Dar didn't know the names of
the others. One handed Dar a knife and she began cutting strips, aso. The imminent departure had
charged the atmosphere, and everyone but Taren was talking about the campaign. Dar discovered tha
none of the women knew its cause or objective. Ther interest lay elsewhere. One young, blond woman
with a highland accent seemed particularly excited. “Muut says there/ll be lots of booty.”

“And heéll drink every drop of it,” said awomean with alaugh. “You'll be lucky to get ashaml.”
“That’s not true,” said the blonde. “Muut promised me awarm cloak and boots and jewels and...”

“Jewels!” said the firs woman. “Neena, you're a bigger fool than | thought. Soldiers don’t give jeweds
to the likes of us”

“Not when some will tup for abowl of de” added a third woman.
“You're no better.”
“At least my man’s a murdant,” replied the woman. “At war's end, we' ll see who's better dressed.”

“War's not "bout clothes,” said Taren with such intendty that it slenced everyone. “It's "bout killin
and dyin'.”

“But there' s booty, t0o,” sad Neena.

“Killin'" don’t make men generous,” said Taren. “It makes them mean.”



“Maybe mean to you,” said awoman.

“Who's seen a red battle?” asked Taren, glandng sernly at each woman. None answered. “Well,
I’ve lived through three. When things go wrong, the men fend for themsdves. Mark me—some of you'll
be crow’s mest aforeit's over.”

“Muut says battles aren't s0 bad,” said Neena in a voice sounding more hopeful than certain.

“Muut’s no soldier—he drives a wagon,” said Taren. “Hearken to the orcs tonight. They know ’bout
war, ' cause they’re the ones that do the red fightin'. When the moon rises, they’ll Sng their deeth song.”

Taren's words cast a pdl over the women and ther conversation stopped awhile. Dar assumed the
blonde was the same Neena who would be marching with her, and she studied her future companion.
Dar noted the brand on her forehead was hedled but il shiny pink. Like Ledla, Neena appeared to have
been sent off wearing her finest, though her shift and shoes showed the wear of camp life Dar moved
closer. “Neffa says you' re marching with Murdant Teeg's shieldron,” she said. “Soam |. I’'m Dar.”

“l know,” sad Neena. She regarded Dar with an amused look. “Muut told me about your vigt with
Garga”

Neend s amile irritated Dar, but she tried to hide it. “It was my firs gght of an orc. | thought | was
going to be eaten.”

“So you believed that story, too?’ Neena laughed. “I was just as stupid, as a scabhead.”
“When was that?” asked Dar.

“Ladt fdl,” said Neena, her amilefading. “I spent the winter a Taben.”

“Where the king has his pdace?’ asked Dar. “What's it like?’

“l never came near it, or the town dther,” sad Neena “We gayed outsde its wals in the orcs
garrison. Bang here' s better.”

“| take it Muut’s your man,” said Dar.

“One of them,” said Neena with a breeziness that didn’t seem genuine. “It's best to have more than
one.” Then she added, “Though not for you. Some men are possessve.”

“And Murdant Kol’s one of them?’ asked Dar, who had ceased to be surprised that everyone knew
her Stuation.

Neena nodded. “But his share of booty is greater than a soldier’s. Please him, and you'll do dl right.”

Dar looked away and saw Lord druggling with a load of firewood. Neena caught her expresson and
whispered, “Are you worried about tonight?”

“Tonight? Y ou know about tonight?’

“WEe re marching tomorrow, and men will be men,” said Neena. “This night, even Taren may Spread
I,.B. I@S”

“Karm help me” sad Dar.

“Haven't you ever tupped before?’ asked Neena. “Well, don't worry. It's often pleasant.”



“l saw my mother die in childbirth, and afterward...” Dar’s face colored. “I know dl about tupping.
Don't tdl meit's pleasant.”

“You were jugt with the wrong man,” said Neena.
“l don’t want to talk about it!”

Neena looked annoyed. “I'm trying to help. You're not specid, you know. We dl do things to
survive, willing or not.”

Asthe day wore on, Dar grew ever more withdrawn. She dried meet until it was time to help prepare
the evening med. It conssted of dl the foodstuffs that were too perishable to pack. As usud, Dar was
detailed to serve the orcs. That night, she was glad to do so, for it meant avoiding the men a while. They
were adready milling around the fire pit. Most had been drinking, and drink had turned them bawdy. Even
the few that were sober had alewd glint in their eyes. Dar knew that look, and it made her apprehensive.

While she cooked, Dar kept scanning the crowd for Murdant Kol. By the time she Ift to bathe and
sarve, she dill hadn't spotted him. Dar wasn't surprised. She imagined he would take his time, confident
of her submission.

Waiting was torture. Dar kept envisoning Kol coming forward, expecting her to tup him. It's either
that or become fair game for anyone. The women assumed she would submit to Murdant Kol. Dar
knew it was the practica thing to do, but the thought of it evoked memories of her father’s nocturnd
vigts. Her old fedings of humiliation and disgust welled up—emotions that only rage kept a bay. It was
rage that had driven her at lagt to draw a knife and end the violations. That night marked the sole victory
in Dar’s life Now am | to submit again? The idea ran counter to her very core. Dar thought of the
women in the regiment; Lord, heavy with Kol’s child. Memni, covered with bruises. All the others, so
worn and haggard. What has submission gained them?

Ye Dar feared resisting. She recaled Varf rasng her shift as he gripped the glowing brand, and she
trembled. Despite her defiant words, she didn't wish to die. There was no triumph in that. Dar knew
there would be no dignity either. All she wanted was to be left done, and that was the one choice denied
her.

Eight

Scrubbed and dressed in a clean robe, Dar walked with the other serving women. She bore a basket
heavy with boiled roots. Hot water dripped from it, scading her feet. Entering the circle of branches, she
noted its interior had changed. The conicd grass structures were gone and the top of the rise was bare,
except for a huge pile of firewood and the seated orcs. For the fird time, Dar saw them dressed for
battle. Iron hdmets covered thar massve heads. Armor plates were strapped to ther shoulders, arms,
and legs. They wore heavy-soled sandas. Upon their laps, dong with their metd bowls, lay massve
weapons—battle-axes, wide-bladed swords, and iron maces, none of which bore the dightest hint of
adornment. Everything she sasv—helmets, armor, and weapons—was starkly utilitarian.



The Dark Path seems near, thought Dar, gezing a a bloodstained ax. How quickly one steps from
life onto the Sunless Way. Throughout serving, Dar thought of death. It seemed inevitable unless she
could bring hersdf to tup Murdant Kol. | must. | have no choice. She recalled the learing soldier’s
words on the day she was taken. “Well, you're good for one thing.” Was he right? Dar recoiled at
the thought. Better good for nothing, than only that! Yet, while Dar shrank from trading her body for
safety, she redlized resistance wouldn't save her. No matter what | do, I'll lose. She considered running
away but knew her brand marked her for death. And how might my captors sport with me before
they took my head? Immersed in such morbid pondering, Dar didn’t recognize Kovok-mah in his battle
gear. Perhaps the orc brooded dso, for he didn’t greet her.

The other women served quickly. A few seemed eager to join the men, and the rest appeared resgned
to it. Dar dawdled, trying to avoid the inevitable. As raucous sounds grew louder in the camp, the glent
orcs ceased to seem menacing. Instead, their camp fdt like a refuge. Men fear to come here. She
recalled how soldiers refrained from entering the circle even to save a comrade.

Though Dar stretched out sarving as long as she could, she was done eventudly. Reluctant and fearful,
she headed to the bathing tent to change and confront Murdant Kol. She ill hadn't decided what she
would tdl him. The noise of carousing had grown louder as the twilight darkened, making the prospect of
what lay ahead seem more immediate and ominous.

The way to the bathing tent passed a pile of the shelters that had served the orcs as tents. Rolled up
and bound with cord, they resembled cylindrica bales of hay, each longer than a man and severa hand
lengths in diameter. Dar hdted when she reached them. The pile lay within the cirde of
branches—ground that men feared to tread. Dar redlized it would be a perfect hiding place.

What will happen after Murdant Kol can’t find me? Dar imagined dl sorts of posshilities, but none
more dreadful than what awaited her that night. I'm just postponing things. Yet postponing things
meant remaining unmolested one night longer. A night of peace, she thought.

Dar made up her mind. She circled around the pile of shelters so she was out of view of the orcs. It
was getting dark, and she hoped that no one in camp would spot her as she burrowed between the
cylinders. Although the bundles looked like baes of straw, they were not nearly as soft. Lying among
them fdt like resting in a woodpile. Nevertheless, Dar never consdered leaving. She waited anxioudy for
some dgn that she had been spotted, and when none came, she began to rdax. Don't think about
tomorrow. Tonight, at least, no man will have me.

A moumnful sound inveded Dar’s dreams, then woke her. It was a sSngle, deep voice raised in song.
The only words Dar understood were “Muth la” but there was no misiaking the song’'s solemnity. The
camp was quiet, and the only other sounds were the sngp and crackle of a bonfire. The fire must have
been very large, for some of its light invaded Dar’s hiding place. A second voice joined the fird. It was
equally somber. A third orc began to Sng. Soon, he was joined by others until the ar vibrated with
voices that made deep impossible.

This must be the death song Taren mentioned, thought Dar. She didn’'t understand its verses, yet
was touched by them anyway. They had a pure and primd qudity, like a child’'s wall or a wolf’s howl in
the empty night. Muth |a's children were cdling to her in the darkness, and Dar sensed their londiness
and yearning. The voices conjured visons of spirits departing life, leaving warmth and light behind
forever. Perhaps, if Dar understood the words, she would have found comfort in them. Instead, she fdt
desolate and utterly alone.



The song gradudly dwindled until only a sngle voice echoed in the dark. When it died away, the night
was dill. With muffled sobs, Dar cried hersdf to deep.

A hand grasped Dar’s ankle, jaring her awake and whisking her from her hiding place. Dar briefly
glimpsad the orc that dangled her upside down; then her robe did over her head, blocking her sght. Her
captor began to shout angrily in Orcish, emphaszing each word with a violent shake. Dar recdled seeing
amean grab a kitten by its hind leg and dam the helpless creature againg the ground to break its body.
She feared the orc was about to do the same to her.

Dar kicked at the orc with her free leg, but only hurt her bare foot againg his metd armor. The orc
began to swing her to build momentum for the firgt bone-shattering blow. Already, her leg fdt asif it were
being wrenched off. She gritted her teeth, expecting to die.

A second orc arrived, and the swinging stopped abruptly. It sounded as if the two were arguing. One
orc began to growl, and when the growl approached the intengty of a roar, the hand let go of Dar’'s
ankle. She dropped to the ground and lay there, stunned.

When Dar’ s eyes could focus, she saw that Kovok-mah stood over her. He was watching another orc
retreat. Presently, he leaned down and spoke. “Dargu, you should not have dept there.”

Dar was too dazed and shaken to do more than moan.
“Are you broken?’ asked Kovok-mah.

Dar sat up and moved her leg. The red beginnings of a bruise encircled her ankle and there was a
shooting pain deep in her thigh, but her bones seemed intact. “I'm dill in one piece. Why did he do tha?’

“He did not like your amdl.”

“| washed before | served.”

“| told him that,” said Kovok-mah.

“You dso sad ‘Dargu nak muth,” that | am a mother.”
Kovok-mah curled back hislips “You understood that?’

“I understood the words, but not the meaning. | have no child.”
“Washavokis have strange thoughts,” replied Kovok-mah.
“We don't kill people for the way they smell.”

“You find other reasons” sad Kovok-mah. He gazed a the crowd of people sanding outsde the
carde of branches. “You should leave,” he said, lifting Dar to her feet. When Dar was standing, he strode
away and disappeared into the ranks of orcs. They were aring a Dar, as were the soldiers and women.
Sowly and painfully, Dar limped to her own kind.

Murdant Kol was waiting with the others. His eyes bore into Dar, yet his face remained a mask. Dar



could see no way to avoid the murdant without being oblivious, so she walked directly to him. At the
moment, he seemed as tarifying as any orc. When she €t the cirdle, he gripped her am. “Come with
me” he said, hisvoice cool and officid.

Kol sat a quick pace, forcing Dar to hobble as best she could. The effort was agonizing. Dar noted
that the crowd of onlookers hung back. When they were out of earshot, Kol halted, but he didn't release
Dar’s arm. “What was the meaning of that supid trick?’

Dar had aready answer. “I was afrad.”

“Afrad?’ sad Kol, his hard voice dmaost mocking. “Afrad of what?’

“The men. They were drunk and rowdy. And you...” She forced some tears. “...you weren't there.”
“You were perfectly safe” said Kal, hisvoice a bit softer. “Y ou nearly got yoursdf killed.”

Dar knew she should throw her arms around Kol, but she couldn’t bring hersdf to do it. Instead, she
grasped her leg with her free hand. “Ohhhh, my leg. It feds torn off!”

“Be grateful it is't.” Murdant Kol seemed to be making up hismind. After a moment, he released her
am. “You'll befinewhen | see you next.”

Dar attempted to look pleased at the prospect. “I know I’ ve been slly. Will you forgive me?’

Kol amiled, sheking his head. “How could | not? You're only a scabhead. Now, join your
shiddron—it's moving out.”

Dar limped away to find Taren and, perhaps, get something to eat. The camp was in a state of chaos.
Soldiers and women milled about, as oxen-drawn wagons moved toward the road. Only the orcs
seemed organized. They stood on the rise, formed into Sx shieldrons, each Sx orcs wide and 9x orcs
deep. Their bundled shelters were strapped upon their broad backs. In the end, it was Taren who found
Dar. She handed Dar her ragged shift. “No time to change” she said. “You'll have to hurry.”

“I'mnot sure | can,” said Dar.

“Murdant Teeg will let you ride in the wagon if you can catch it. Murdant Kol gave the word.”
When Dar’ s effort to reach the wagon made her gasp with pain, Taren asked, “Why’'d you do it?’
“Do wha?’

“Hide like that,” said Taren. “Y ou were safe from the men. Y ou're the high murdant’s woman.”

“l wasn't safe from the high murdant,” whispered Dar. “I couldn’t bear to...you know.” She glanced
a Taren and saw her expresson had softened.

“Poor thing,” said Taren. “What are you goin’ to do?’
“He sdayinginthe rear, so0 I'm safe”
“But only awhile” said Taren. “I know little about men, but | do know this—delay feeds desire.”

Nine



When Dar reached Murdant Teeg's wagon she was pae and gasping from the effort. Her thigh
throbbed painfully, its skin dready stretched tight by sweling. The murdant jerked her up to the driver’'s
bench, which was the only place to gt. “Don’'t put on airs 'cause yer ridin’, birdie. If it was up to me,
ye'd wak.”

“l can't wak,” said Dar. “At leadt, not fast enough to keep up.”

“Thoughts of bounty takers would speed yer steps.” Teeg gestured to the roadside, where two heads
were mounted on stakes. Dar turned away from the sght, but not before glimpang Ledd's long hair
blowing in the breeze. Teeg laughed. “Y e d keep up.”

Once the wagon reached the man road, the shiddron looked more organized. A tdum and his
susolum led the way on horseback. The two officers were the only mounted men. With the exception of
Dar, Murdant Teeg, and Muut, who drove the second wagon, everyone else walked. The soldiers and
the women trailed the wagons. The orcs marched in the rear.

“So war's begun,” sad Dar.

“It never stopped,” said Teeg, “though we rest in winter.”

“Perhaps, this time, the king will regain hisland.”

“Hisland?’ Teeg grinned. “Aye, why not cdl it his”

“lan't it?”

“"Tisworth takin’, | know that. If aman wants to fight, hell find cause. The king's no different.”
“Why would he want to fight?’

“Tofill his purse and pay his soldiers. That's reason 'nough for me. If ye wanted the long-winded one,
ye should ve asked Kol. He knows that Suff.”

Thoughts of upcoming battles caused Dar to gaze a the marching orcs, who looked grim in ther
armor. She watched them awhile, both frightened and fascinated. “What army could face them?’

Teeg Sit. “Pisseyes aren't red soldiers”

“They look fiercer than any soldier.”

“Aye, they're fierce. Deadly, too,” said Teeg. “I suppose ye know nothin' of huntin' boars.”
“Not athing.”

“Them boars are dangerous. Ther tusks can rip open any horse or man. To hunt a boar, ye need dogs
to run it down and grip it till the spearman comes. Dogs hold fast even as they're torn gpart.”

“What does that have to do with orcs?’

“Piss eyes are like them dogs. They're strong and tough, but they lack guile. 1t's guile that wins battles.
That'swhy aman’sin charge of the regiments.”



“Why would orcs obey aman?’

“They don't, redly,” said Teeg. “They obey their queen, though it's a man who gives her orders.”
“The Queen’'s Man?’

“Aye, dl his orders are in her name.”

“l don’t understand.”

“Some treaty between her and our king.”

“What do the orcs get out of it?’

“I've no idea. All | know is they don't serve from friendship. They hate us dl. Remember that next
time yer lookin' for a place to deep.”

“l was supid lagt night,” said Dar.

“Less supid than tuppin’ another man. Kol’s not one to cross.”
“I've dready figured that out.”

“Then yer not so supid after dl.”

“When do you think I'll see him again?

“Already pinin’ for him?" Teeg grinned, making Dar wonder if he had guessed her true fedings. “Wel
don't worry. Kol likes to ride with the advance shieldron and his horse is faster than my oxen. HEll catch
up quick enough. A week or two at mos.”

The wagons st the pace for the march and it was dow. The weather was pleasant, and under different

circumgtances, Dar would have enjoyed the ride. The fidds they passed, though wel tended, were
empty. “Where are the people?’ she asked.

“Hidin’,” replied Teeg.

“Of course, the orcs.”

“Even without piss eyes, soldiers aren’t welcome.”
“But you serve our king.”

“We dill need food, and peasants are singy.”
“Don't you pay them?” asked Dar.

Teag laughed. “This is the king's land, and we're the king's men. Why should the master pay for
what’s his? Y e bear his brand. Did he pay for ye?’

Dar redized that avidt from soldiers might spell starvation. Teeg mugt have read her expression, for he

sad, “Miss afew meds, and yéll not care where yer vittles come from. An empty belly’s a grest cure for
aconscience.”



The shiddron marched until late afternoon, when it hated a a ruined farmstead. A few roofless huts,
thar wdls burned and crumbling, stood amid fiedds overgrown with weeds and saplings. Teeg looked
around in disgust. “Sim pickin’s tonight. Hop down, birdie, and get busy.”

Dar limped to where the women were preparing a cooking area. “How’s your leg?’ asked Taren.

“Waking hurts, but | can work.”

“Then hdp me with the tent and make porridge,” sad Taren. She dragged a tent from a wagon and
unrolled it. “You need not serve the orcs tonight.”

“It'd be better if | did,” said Dar.

“Why?" asked Taren. “The orc that attacked you is here.”

“l know,” said Dar. “That's the reason | should serve. He mugn't think | fear him.”
“Don't you?’

“Of course, but he shouldn’t know it.”

Taren shook her head, “How can you face an orc, but not a man?’

After the soldiers tended to the oxen, they pitched ther tents and disappeared into them, leaving the
women to set up the rest of the camp. Dar, Lord, and Taren unloaded wagons while Neena and Kari got
water and gathered firewood. Before long, the evening's cooking was under way. The orcs food, which
was prepared separately from the men's, consisted soldy of porridge.

While the women worked, the orcs set up their own camp. First, they marked off a large cirde by
gicking branches in the ground. When that was done, they erected their shelters. Afterward, most of the
orcs shed ther armor and clothes and headed for a nearby stream. Dar assumed they were going to
bathe. Two remained in battle gear. One accompanied the bathers; the other remained at the camp.

Kovok-mah was the latter. When Dar had a free moment, she limped toward him until she was close
enough to speak softly. “ Shashav, Kovok-mah.”

“How you know word for ‘thanks ?’

“You say ‘ Shashav Muth la when you get food, so | thought ‘ shashay’ must mean ‘thanks.””
“Why you thank me?’

“For sving my life”

“Znaya did improper thing,” said Kovok-mah. “I could not dlow it.”

Dar bowed her head. “Shashav. | would like to learn the words to tdl Znaryat | am sorry.”
“Thwa” sad Kovok-mah.

“Why not?’



“Dargu nak muth.”
“You keep saying that. I'm not a mother. | have no child.”
“Bowl isfor food. When it is empty, it is ill bowl.”

Dar redized that “muth” must be Orcish for both “mothe” and “femde” “So, because I’'m a mother,
you won't teach me?’

“You should not say sorry to Znaryat. Instead, say ‘Kaa muth verlav tha’ It means ‘This mother
forgivesyou.” Thiswill not shame him, but it will hep him see he was wrong.”

Kovok-mah's reasoning struck Dar as strange. No soldier would care if | forgave him. Y,
gpparently, an orc would. “Kaamuth verlav tha,” said Dar. “This mother forgives you.”

“Ha,” said Kovok-mah. “You speak good.”

“Shashav, Kovok-mah.” Dar saw orcs emerging from the woods. “1 should go,” she sad. “Vata,
Kovok-mah.”

“Vata, Dargu.”

As Dar limped back to the cooking area, she amiled when she redized that “vata’—Orcish for
“good-bye’—was the reverse of “tava,” which meant “hdlo.”

“What are you amiling about?’ asked Lord.

“Something the orc said.”

“I've never heard of orcs saying anything funny.”

“Have you ever taked to one?’ asked Dar.

“No,” sad Lord, “and | don’t intend to start. You, of dl people, should know how risky thet is”

Dinner was ready a sundown. Dar and Neena entered the degping tent to scrub the scent from ther
bodies and change into sarving robes. The kettle held porridge for only thirty-x, and Dar was able to
help carry it, despite her leg. It was she who addressed the orcs saying “Saf nek ur Muthz |1&8'—Food is
One Mother’s gift. When the orcs replied “ Shashav Muth |a'—Thanks One Mother—she fdt partly
included.

Thet feding gave Dar the courage to speak to Znayat. She limped over to her attacker, looking him
squardly in the eye. His face was impassive, but Dar noted that his nogtrils flared as she approached. She
a0 noticed that every orc was watching her. Dar hdted. “Znayat,” she said, “kda muth verlav tha”
Zna-yat, this mother forgives you.

Znaya's mouth twisted like Kovok-mah's did when he was surprised. He muttered something Dar
didn’'t understand and turned his eyes away. Dar was unsure what effect her words had on Znaryat, but
merdy uttering them made her fed bold.



Ten

The woods were deep in shadow; yet, as Kovok-mah returned from bathing, he had no difficulty
finding his way. He liked the night, when the washavokis were nearly blind but the urkzimmuthi saw
clearly. The washavokis usudly grew quiet after Muth lahid her golden eye, and Kovok-mah relished the
peace. The only sounds were natural ones. Frogs peeped their springtime love song. The stream gurgled
over its sony bed. Leaves rustled. It fdt good to have shed death’s hard clothes. Kovok-mah paused to
let the breath of Muth |a take the water from his skin. As he savored the tranquillity and the breeze, the
day’'s ladt light | eft the sky.

Kovok-mah heard footsteps. He turned. Seeing Zna-yat approach, he greeted him in Orcish, the only
language his cousin understood. “Tava, father's Sster’s son.”

“Tava, mother's brother’s son,” replied Zna-yat. “ Thomak-tok asks how many guards tonight.”
“Only one. Muth la hides her dlver eye. Washavokis will sumble and make noiseiif they come.”
“Ha,” agreed Znaryat, “and we're dill far from place for killing”

“Sill, washavokis kill anywhere.”

“Ha. Anywhere” Znayat lingered. When he spoke again, he used the intimete form of address
permitted close friends. “Kovok, I’'m puzzled.”

“Why?
“Thismorning, you caled one washavoki mother and didn't let mekill it.”
“Ha.”

“l don’t understand. Washavokis can't be mothers. They're animds”
“All animas come in two kinds, and one kind is like mother.”

“Being like one thing isn't same as being it,” said Zna-yat.

“One kind of washavoki cdled ‘woe man’ is enough like mothers that Muth laisn't dishonored when
they serve food. Our queen says s0.”

“I"d rather receive it from true mothers” said Zna-yat.

“l would, too,” said Kovok-mah. “But since | can't, I'll tolerate these woe mans. They’ll act more like
mothersif we treat them s0.”

Znayat pondered what Kovok-mah had said. “Is that why you cal Weasd mother?’
“Ha.”
“There's some sense in what you say, but only some.”

“World has become strange,” said Kovok-mah, “and we must learn to do strange things”



“That Weasdl spoke to methis evening. It said * This mother forgives you.” | was much surprised.”
“How did you reply?’

“l said breath of Muth lawould soon take its gink away.”

“Thet was reasonable,” said Kovok-mah. “Weasd is clean for washavoki.”

“Perhaps so, but your interest init is peculiar.”

“Interet”?’

“I"ve seen you speak to it. | know you taught it those words.”

“Hal. It asked meto.”

Znaya smiled. “Back home, you were aways good to your goats. | think Weasdl has become your
new goat. That explains why you don’'t mind its smdll.”

Kovok-mah laughed. “Zna, you understand me too wdl. Weasd islike my goat.”
“It’ s ill washavoki.”

“And mother,” said Kovok-mah.

“Such thinking proves you' ve been away from home too long.”

“Ha,” agreed Kovok-mah, “far too long.”

The women, except for Dar, were exhausted from marching dl day. The soldiers were tired aso, and
by nightfdl the camp was a quiet place. Dar’'s companions quickly fdl adeep, but she was restless. No
fatigue washed the worry from her mind or dulled the throbbing in her leg. Dar |€ft the tent and peered
into the night. There was no moon, and the obscure world seemed amog formless. Nevertheess, Dar
limped into the dark, meking her way as much by fed as by sght.

She entered one of the ruined huts and discovered it filled with weeds. Any trace of the people who
had once lived there was hidden by the gloom. As she turned to leave, someone grabbed the skirt of her
dhift. “Can’'t degp?’ asked aman.

Dar recognized his voice. “Murdant Teeg?’

“Aye, 'tis me” Teeg was gtting by the doorway, his back agang the blackened wadl. Dar could
bardy see him. Teeg's other hand moved, and Dar heard the sound of liquid doshing in a bottle. She
stepped back, but the murdant hed fast. “ Stay awhile”

Dar had little choice. She kndlt down in the ruined doorway. Teeg let go of her shift, grabbed her
torso, and pulled her toward him. Crushed againgt his armored doublet, Dar amelled the drink on Teeg's
breath. She tried to break free. “Be dill, birdie, yer safe. No man dare touch ye”

“Y ou're touching me now.”
“Jud ahug. Ye can't begrudge that.”

“| don’t think Murdant Kol would likeit.”



“Huggin’s not tuppin’, so don't get yer piss hot. When Kol’s done with ye, best be on my good side.”
Dar grew dill.

“That's more likeit,” said Teeg, not rdaxing his grip. “Want some brandy?’

“No.”

“Quit yoursdf.” Teeg took along swig from the bottle. “By Karm's ass, this place isadung hegp.”

“It looks like it was nice once,” said Dar.

“Aye, 'twas better than nothin'.” Teeg spit into the darkness. “That tolum had shit for brains. *Teach
‘'em alesson,” he said. Wdll, we did, but who's campin’ in the weeds?’

“Thearmy did this?”

“Who ds=?’

“Why?'

“The peasants were hidin’ food. The tolum found out and set the piss eyeson’em.”

Dar shuddered a the thought, causng Teeg to chuckle. *’ Twasn't pretty,” he said, “but war never is”
“War? These were the king's own subjects.”

“They should have thought of that when they hid the food.”

Teeg shifted his arm and began to inch his fingers toward Dar’s breast. When they reached it, Dar
suddenly sad, “I'd like agp after dl.”

“That's morelikeit,” said Teeg.
He passed Dar the bottle, and she tossed it into the weeds.

“Ye crazy bitch!” Teeg pushed Dar aside to grope for his brandy, dlowing her to move into the
shadows. Unable to run, Dar hid nearby and lisened to Teeg curse and thrash in the dark. After a
minute, he grew quiet. Dar remained dill and waited. The ground was wet with dew before the murdant
findly ssumbled toward his tent. Only then did Dar creep away to join the degping women.

When the army was on the march, breskfast consisted of |eftover porridge. The five women's morming
duties were to serve the men, clean the kettle, and pack the wagons. Dar had managed to avoid Murdant
Teeg at breakfast, but he found her as she was loading a wagon. He grabbed her am and said, “Yewak
today.” Then he went to hitch the oxen.

Taren overheard Teeg's Statement. “Can you keep up?’
“I'll have to,” said Dar.
“Don't lag behind,” said Taren. “Not every head brought in for bounty comes from a runaway.”

It was dill early morning when the officers led their troops onto the road. The soldiers walked as a
maob at the rear of the wagons. The women kept out of their way by tagging behind. The orcs followed a



adistance, marching in orderly ranks. Only they and the two mounted officers gave the column a military
appearance, the men looked more like brigands than soldiers.

From the outset, Dar had difficulty keeping pace. A shooting painin her thigh caused her to wak with
adiff-legged gait that was both tiring and awkward. Despite determined effort, Dar soon lagged behind
the women. Next, the orcs overtook her, parting their ranks so she walked among them—enveloped, yet
apart. Gritting her teeth, Dar tried to walk faster, but her injured leg was incgpable of the effort. The orcs
passed her. The distance between Dar and the column increased uniil she could no longer seeit.

As Dar trudged aone, she was dert to every sound. She had taken Taren’s warning to heart, knowing
her head would bring a windfdl to anyone who took it. Peasants had cause to hate the amy, and she
expected no mercy. Thus, when Dar heard footsteps in the woods, she looked about for a means of
defense. Spotting a large, pointed rock by the roadside, she grabbed it. It would be a dumsy weapon
agang a sword or knife, but it was better than nothing.

Thick, high greenery flanked the road, screening her view. Whoever was approaching took no effort
to move quietly. When the noise sounded close, Dar used both hands to lift the rock above her head.
She assumed an aggressve pose and expression. Then the shrubs parted, and Kovok-mah stepped onto
the road.

Dar regarded him warily, uncertain of his intentions. Then Kovok-mah's lips curled back in what Dar
redized was an orcish amile. “Dargu is very fierce”

Da let the rock drop. She began to laugh, partly from rdief and partly from awareness of how
ridiculous she looked. When it became obvious that Kovok-mah didn't understand her laughter, she
laughed even harder. She was gasping for breath by the time she stopped.

“Why were you barking?’ asked Kovok-mah.

“l waan't barking. | was laughing.” Dar hissed in imitation of orcish laughter.

Kovok-mah amiled. “You are...” He paused. “I do not know washavoki word. Ga na gusha”
“I'm gusha? What does that mean?’

“You do strange things, things that make me hissav.” Kovok-mah hissed with pretend laughter.
“So I'm funny?”

“Perhgps that isword.”

“I'm glad you're amused.”

If Kovok-mah caught Dar’ s sarcasm, he showed no sgn of it. “It is not wise to walk aone.”

“l wak adone because | can't keep up. Znaryat nearly tore off my leg.”

“Liedown,” said Kovok-mah.

“Why?"

“Nat thwa gusha”

Be not funny? thought Dar. It occurred to her that “gushd’ probably meant “slly,” not “funny.” She
hesitated, then lay on the road. Kovok-mah kndt beside her and began to pull her shift up to her waist.



Alarmed, Dar tried to stop him, but Kovok-mah seemed unaware of her attempt at modesty. Dar ceased
gruggling and hoped her body held no attraction to an orc. Kovok-mah's hands were huge and clawed,
but his fingers probed Dar’s swollen thigh gently. Gradudly, Dar relaxed.

“Nothing istorn,” he said after a thorough examination. From a pouch, he produced a freshly uprooted
plant with large, fuzzy leaves. “Thisis nayimgat. Chew leef, but do not swdlow it.”

Dar took a leaf and sniffed it. It was drongly aromatic. She suffed the leef into her mouth and
chewed. Its hitter taste caused her mouth to water. Her tongue became numb, and she swalowed her
sdivawith difficulty. Dar wondered if herbs that would hed an orc might scken a humean. Too late to
worry about that. The numbness spread. She was dizzy by the time she spit out the leef.

“Come” said Kovok-mah. “Rest in shade.”

“l can't rest. | must keep waking.” Yet, as Dar spoke, she doubted walking was possible. Her eyes
were having difficulty focusng and it took greet effort even to rise. She attempted a step and pitched
forward, barely aware of the hands that caught her.

It was dusk when Dar opened her eyes. The road was different. She amdled smoke and heard the
lowing of oxen mingled with men’'s voices. Dar sat up. She waslyingin aroadside copse of birches.

Kovok-mah was gone. He must have brought me here. Dar wondered why. Is he in charge of
strays? She doubted it. Her ribs fdt bruised. He probably hefted me on his shoulder. Her injured leg
ached asif it had been pummeed, but it was no longer giff. Dar rose. There were no shoating painsin
her thigh.

Da waked—limping only dightly—toward the voices. When the road turned, she saw the
encampment. Neena and Kari were returning from serving the orcs. Taren spied Dar and hurried over to
her. “We thought you were gone for good. How did you make it?’

Dar decided not to mention Kovok-mah. “I rested, and my leg got better.”
“Karm surely guarded you. Come eat somethin’. You look exhausted.”

As Dar ate some porridge, she caught Murdant Teeg daring a her with a surprised expresson. She
pretended not to notice. Afterward, she went into the deeping tent. Lora was lying there, moaning softly.

“Areyou dl right?’ asked Dar.
“Jud a backache,” sad Lord. “I thought I’d never see you again.”
“I'm here. | madeit”

“I've been thinking dl day about how | treated you,” said Lord. “I'm sorry. It's not your fault Kol
likesyou.”

“He doesn't like me” said Dar. “He just wants me. There' s a difference.”
“Don’'t avoid him for my sake.”
“I’ve other reasons.”

“You can't cross a murdant! Teeg didn't lift a finger, but he nearly caused your death. You've got



to...” Lord gasped and moaned.

“Ral over on your Sde” sad Dar. “My mother had pains like yours. | know what helps” Lord
moved and Dar kndlt beside her.

“I'm glad we're friends again,” said Dar as she began to massage Lord’ s back. “Is this hdping?’
Lord sghed. “Yes”

“Good. These pains usudly go away. If they don't and get stronger, it means you're going to have
your baby.”

“If that happens, will you know what to do?’

“No,” sad Dar.

Eleven

Ran arrived before sunrise. It found holes in the tattered tent and dripped on Dar until she woke. It fdt
too early to rise, but her discomfort was grester than her drowsiness. Dar sat up and moved her leg. It
seemed better. The other women stirred.

Theran fdl harder, and everyone grew wet as water invaded the shelter. When the black sky turned
pae, the women left the tent to be drenched in earnest. Ther breath condensed in the cold, damp ar as
they waited to serve the men soggy breakfasts. Everyone wasin adisma mood.

On the march, the muddy road mired men and oxen, and Dar had no problem keeping up. The
miserable weather turned the marchers inward. Everyone seemed aullen and absorbed in his or her
misxy. Yet, as Dar doshed barefoot in the mud, her thoughts were not on her cold feet or her
waterlogged cloak. Instead, she pondered her plight.

Dar was trapped, and she knew it. Marked as she was by her brand, escape was suicide, while life in
the regiment seemed only a dower path to death. Dar saw how quickly the army wore women down;
even Neffawasn't much older than she. Women were easy to replace and vaued accordingly. In such an
atmosphere, men's “generosty” and “protection” were hollow promises. Though Dar racked her brain,
there seemed no refuge. Then she had an inspiration.

Dar lagged behind until the orcs overtook her. Soon she was wadking in their mids. Spying
Kovok-mah at the rear of the column, Dar dowed down until they were waking abreast. “Tava,
Kovok-mah.”

Kovok-mah didn’t reply or even turn his head.
“Tava, Kovok-mah,” said Dar, louder thistime.

The orc regarded Dar. An iron hdmet enclosed his head and his green eyes peered out from it like a
beast’s from a hole. With a g9nking feding, Dar redized the vastness of ther differences, and her plan
seemed as risky as it was desperate. Nevertheless, she persisted.



“Kovok-mah, can we speak together?”’

The orc didn’t respond, but he dowed his pace until the two of them trailed the marching column.
When Kovok-mah il didn’t speak, Dar took theinitiaive. “1 would like to learn your languege.”

143 Ka.n?’

That must mean “ why,” thought Dar. She gave what she hoped was a lighthearted answer. “Dargu
nek gusha” Weasdl isslly.

“Hal. Gusha”

Wrong approach, thought Dar. “Dargu nak muth.” Weasdl is mother .

Kovok-mah stopped waking. “Why wants this washavoki to tak like urkzimmuthi?’
“Thwawashavoki,” said Dar. Not washavoki . “Dargu nak muth.”

“You have not answered my question.”

Dar pointed to the scab on her forehead. “See this? | was marked so | can never leave. | will live
among urkzimmuithi till 1 die”

“S0? You have your own kind.”

“Washavokis do not respect mothers.”

“Many urkzimmuthi say washavokis are not mothers”
“But you think differently.”

Kovok-mah stared a Dar with an expresson she was incgpable of reading. It made her wonder if he
had guessed her motive. Men feared orcs, and Dar hoped to learn Orcish so she might use that fear to
her advantage.

Kovok-mah took histime deciding. At last, he waved his hand about. “Hafdf. Ran.”
Dar amiled, redizing Kovok-mah had agreed to teach her. “Hafdf.”

Kovok-mah cupped his hand, dipped it into a puddle, and held it before Dar. “Fdf.”
Dar peered at the liquid in the orc’s pam. “Faf. Does that mean ‘water’ 7’

“Ha.” Kovok-mah lifted alock of Dar’s dripping hair. “Dargu nak fafi.”

“Dargu nak fdfi. I'm wet.”

“Ha.” Kovok-mah touched his chest. “Ma nav fdfi.”

Dar did the same and repesated the phrase.

“Thwa Kovok-mah pahak ‘Ma nav fdfi. Dargu pahak ‘It nav fdfi.”

Dar thought for a moment. “ Pahak” probably means “ say.” Does he mean that orc women say
“1" differently than orc men? She responded using the little Orcish she knew. “Mer nav Dargu. Mer
nav muth.”



“Ha. Dargu nak qum.”

Qum? thought Dar. She wondered what it meant, then made a hopeful guess. “Does that mean I'm
snat?’

Kovok-mah's lips curled into a gmile “Hai. Dargu nak zar qum.”

Engrossed in leaning, Dar forgot the foul weether. Her enthusasm intrigued Kovok-mah. As he
walked down the muddy road naming things to the strange and inquisitive washavoki, Kovok-mah didn't
heed his comrades’ disgpproving glances, but he did notice them.

Dar’s lesson ended. Kovok-mah returned to the marching column and Dar rgjoined the women. “I
was worried "bout you,” said Taren. “How’s your leg?’

Dar redized that the orcs had screened her and Kovok-mah from view. “It's dl right,” she replied. “I
dowed down awhile and got a second wind.”

“That'swhat | need,” said Lord. “My back’s hurting again.”
Dar saw the painin Lord’s eyes and recaled her mother. “Y ou shouldn’t be waking.”
“We won't march much longer,” said Taren. “Thetolum hates ridin’ inthe rain.”

Da surveyed the landscape, wondering where they would hat. The woods had given way to amdl
fidds and clustered huts. To her eyes, many sites looked suitable, but the shiddron marched past them. A
while later, the susolum—alad scarcely out of his teens—rode to the rear where he spoke a command
in Orcish. A dozen orcs It the column and followed him as he returned to the head of the march. The
shiddron halted, and Dar watched the two officers and the twelve orcs leave the road. A few huts,
clustered about a large barn, lay a short distance away. The officers led the orcs in their direction. The
soldiersfollowed at a greater distance.

Some of the orcs entered the largest hut while the officers remained on horseback. They brought out a
man, two women, and numerous children. Then the orcs entered the other buildings and collected more
people. When the peasants were assembled, the tolum spoke. Dar was too distant to hear what he said.
When the tolum finished speaking, he raised his am. The soldiers advanced and the wagons headed
toward the barn.

Taren turned to Lord. “You'll deep dry tonight.”
Lord, her face screwed up in pain, only nodded.

The women approached the buildings By the time they reached them, soldiers were engaged in
carying off food. Two held a sruggling pig while a third dispatched it with his sword. He grinned a Dar.
“Yéll be roadtin’ pork tonight!”

Taren Sghed. “We d best get afiregoin’. Let’sfind the kitchen.”

Having grown up in a one-room hut, Dar had no idea what Taren was taking about. She assumed
every building was a separate home. Yet not wishing to appear ignorant, Dar looked about and pushed
open the door of a smdl, windowless structure. Its interior was black and filled with the aroma of
smoked meat, though dl the meet hooks were empty. An ancient woman sat dumped on the floor. She
was sobbing. “Isthis the kitchen?” asked Dar.



The woman dowly rose and hobbled over to Dar. Her teary eyes bore a venomous look. Dar fdt
pardyzed by it and seized by the compulson to explain that she was different from the men who had
plundered the larder. She never got the chance. The woman spat in her face, then dammed the door.

Taren found the communa kitchen, which had an ample supply of dry wood. The women lit a firein
preparation for cooking. Dar was glad they need not gather firewood, though she fdt guilty taking it. The
soldiers shared none of her quaims and brought an excess of food to cook. They had aready moved into
the barn after driving the livestock into the rain. The officers commandeered the largest hut for their use.
A few orcs were dtationed about to ensure the peasants remained docile. The rest encamped in afidd, as
if to distance themsdlves from the looting soldiers.

Despite her conscience, Dar was happy to be out of the rain and cooking in a warm building. There
was a pig to roast, a dozen chickens to pluck and stew, roots to bail, and porridge to make. The pig
took along time to cook, and dinner was served near dusk. Dar and Neena served the orcs, who ate
outsde in the rain. It seemed drange to Dar that the orcs would endure the westher while procuring
shdlter for the men. She wanted to ask Kovok-mah about that, but decided to wait. When they finished
sarving, Neena joined Kari, who was with the soldiersin the barn. Dar returned to the kitchen.

Lord was adeep on the floor.

“Taren,” said Dar in alow voice, “I’'m worried about her. | don’t think she should march dl day.”
“Theré snathin’ to be done for it,” sad Taren.

“l rode in awagon. Why can't she?’

“Teeg would not abideiit.”

“Why not?"

Taren shrugged. “I don't know the reason, but | know the man. Lord mugt walk.”

Dar gazed a Lord curled up on the hard-packed dirt. She was pae. Even dumbering, she looked
exhausted. Dar thought a minute, then stepped out into the rain. She walked over to the officers hut and
entered it. The tolum and the sustolum were seated a a table strewn with the remains of an ample dinner.
Each had a bottle. The tolum, a porky manin his early twenties, eyed Dar coldly. “By Karm's ass, what
are you doing here?’

“Sir, awoman needs your hep.”

The tolum turned to the sustolum. “That’swhy | hate this regiment—women.”
“She swith child, gr. She's due any day.”

“S0?" sad the tolum. “That happens when you spread your legs”

“She needs to ride in awagon.”

“She needs to ride in a wagon,” repeated the tolum in a high-pitched, mocking tone. He dammed his
fig on the table. “Am | to be lectured by a whore?’

Dar’s face colored. “I'm not awhore, ar.”

“Perhaps not,” replied the tolum. “Red whores leave after they’ ve been tupped.”



“We don't stay by choice” said Dar.

“Nor ming” said the tolum. “It’' s the piss eyes' fault. If it were up to me, I'd dump the lot of you.”
“We're here because of the orcs?”’

“Only women may serve them. Their rule, not mine. Now, get out.”

Da remained put. “But Loral may dieif she has to wak.”

The tolum'’s face flushed crimson, but his voice was cold. “I gave you an order.” He legped up from
hischair, seized Dar’s arm, and dragged her to the open door. “Teeg!” he bellowed.

When the murdant came running, the officer shoved Dar toward him. “Murdant, flog this bitch for
insubordination. Three sripes.”

Teeg grinned. With a quick mation, he grabbed Dar’'s am and twisted it behind her back. “Wadll,
birdie, ye have a knack for trouble.” He pulled upward on Dar’s arm urtil she winced. “Come quigtly.”

Teeg ordered a soldier to bring him rope and a whip, then marched Dar to a fence behind the barn.
The soldier who brought these items was followed by men who were glad for a bit of entertainment. Teeg
released Dar’'s arm. “Will ye bare yer back, or need | tear yer shift?

Dar meekly removed her shift. Teeg turned to the soldier who brought the whip and rope. “Tie her
wrids to the fence pogt.”

The soldier stopped ogling Dar’s nearly naked body and bound her wrists. Then he held a loose end
of the rope before her mouth. “Bite down on this” he said. “It hdps”

Dar clamped the rope in her teeth and waited. Frigid rain hit her bare back. Teeg waited until she was
shivering from fright and cold before he let the whip fly. The studded thongs bit into Dar's flesh,
combining the shock of a blow with the pain of broken skin. Having tasted the lash, Dar found waiting for
the second blow more agonizing than wating for the firs. Teeg, a master of torment, understood the
terror of anticipation and delayed the second lash. When it findly fell, its mark crossed the fird one. The
third lash completed the bloody star on Dar’s back.

“l do nicework,” said Teeg, “if | say so mysdf. Leave her there awhile, then have Taren untie her.”

By thetime Taren arrived, rivulets of bloody rainwater flowed down Dar’s back and legs, and she was
shuddering from pain and cold. Dar couldn't see the extent of her injuries, but she got a clue from
Taren's sckened expresson. She untied Dar, picked up Dar’ s shift, and led her to the kitchen. “I'll wash
your stripes,” she said. “You should leave them uncovered tonight.”

“Thanks, Taren.”

“Dar, whet did you do?’

“| asked the tolumif Lord could ride in awagon.”
“That was supid.”

“I know that now.”

“Karg's worse than Teeg.”



“Not worse,” sad Dar. “Teeg enjoyed doing this”
“l should poison them dl,” said Taren.

Twelve

Dar lay awake mog of the night, consumed by despair. What good will speaking Orcish do me?
Words can’'t protect me. She could think of nothing that could.

When dawn approached, Taren gently touched her shoulder. “When men are flogged, they go
bare-backed until the stripes hedl. Since you cannot, wear this under your shift.” She held out one of the
robes the women wore to serve the orcs. Its skirt had been torn away. “It's clean, so perhaps your
wounds won't fester.”

Dar dressed, windng when the cloth touched her raw flesh. It was dill raining, and she ate her cold
porridge huddled with Taren by the fire. They let Lora deep.

Kari and Neena arrived from the barn, looking tired. “The men will be coming soon,” said Kari. “Take
care, they're dl hungover.”

“There's arumor we won't march today,” said Neena.

“If it keeps ranin’ and the vittles hold, Karg might Stay put,” said Taren. “If so, Karm hdp us. Idle
men make work for women.”

Kari noticed Dar’ s drawn face. “They said you were whipped.”

“l wes.”

“Why?" asked Neena.

“She stuck up for Lord,” said Taren, “and the bastards flogged her for it.”

Lord woke at the mention of her name. “Isit time to get up?’

“Regt until the men come,” said Taren.

Lord sat up. “I'mfine. | redly am. The pains are gone.”

“I'mglad,” said Dar, dthough she had hoped Lora would give birth while they were sheltered.

The men staggered in to eat. Ther leisurdy pace suggested the rumor was true and there would be no
march that day. Teeg arived last. Holding his bowl for Dar to fill, he looked saisfied. “How’'s yer
back?’

Dar acted serene. “A night’s rest worked wonders.”

Teeg searched Dar’ s face for Sgnsthat he had broken her, but she was inscrutable. “If ye could rest,
perhaps | went too easy.”



“I learned my lesson.”

“Aye” sad Teeg, wondering what lesson that was. He turned to Taren. “No march today, so the
tolum wants proper food. Make chicken stew, roast ved, and bread.”

“Bread!” sad Taren. “None of these girls can bake bread.”

“Tdl it to the tolum, if ye think hell ligen,” said Teeg. He grinned. “Ye could send Dar with the
message.”

Taren's prediction of a hectic day proved true. The soldiers sole assistance was to fetch a cdf and kill
it. The women did everything ese, from butchering the cdf to caiching the chickens. Every movement
brought Dar pain that exhausted her. Taren noticed and retrieved a metd box from a wagon. “Dar,” she
sad, “I have ajob for you.”

“What?’

“Since orcs don't scare you, | thought you might take them these.” She opened the box. It contained
black seeds that were the shape of dried peas, though dightly larger. “They’'re cdled wash-something.
Orcs fancy them in foul wesether.”

“What do | do?’ asked Dar.

“Jud vigt each one's grass tent, say the words you do a supper, and give them some seeds—about
five each.” Then she whispered, “Take your time doin’ it.”

Dar flashed a thankful smile. She washed and changed in the smokehouse, where she discovered the
robe benesath her dhift was soaked with blood. When she was clean, Dar filled a amdl bag with seeds
and went about her errand. She gave seeds to the orcs sanding guard firg, then headed for the orc
encampment. It lay encircled by upright branches in the middle of a meadow. The orcs were ingde their
conica shdters. Dar approached the nearest one and sad the required phrase. Hands parted the
shelter’s reed wal and emerged to receive the seeds. After thanking Muth la, the orc closed the gap.

At the apex of each shdter was a woven band that bound the reeds together. Each band was
diginctive. The shdlter that had a green and ydlow band turned out to be Kovok-mah's. After recaiving
his seeds, he said, “I amdl blood.”

“l was flogged lagt night.”
“l do not understand ‘flogged.””
“Men hurt my back.”

“Tumn around,” said Kovok-mah. When Dar did, he saw spreading bloodstains on her wet robe. He
siiffed the damp air. “ Come back when you finish.”

“Kam?' Why?
“I amd| bad things. Y ou could get Sck.”

Dar finished handing out the seeds, then headed for Kovok-mah's shelter. He made an opening as she
approached. “Take off robe and comeinsde”



Da hesitated.
“Come. | know hedling magic.”

Dar’s fear of festering wounds overcame her gpprehension. She whisked off the wet, bloody garment
and crawled into the shelter.

There was barely room for the two of them. Stting cross-legged, Kovok-mah took up mogt of the
floor space. His hdmet and a few possessions occupied the rest. Dar found hersdf kneding awkwardly
on Kovok-mah's lap, her face inches from his. “Bend down,” said Kovok-mah. “I mus see your back.”

Dar hunched crosswise in Kovok-mah's lap. A cloak covered his legs, so it wasn't an uncomfortable
postion. Kovok-mah gently fdt the outlines of Dar's lashes without ever touching the wounds
themsdves. Next, he leaned over and sniffed them. Then he opened a bag tha had severd
compartments, each containing dried leaves, roots, or seeds. Kovok-mah took things from severd
different compartments and put them in his mouth. He chewed them awhile, then leaned over and spit on
Dar’ s wound.

“Wha are you doing?’ asked Dar with disgust.
“Mmph,” replied Kovok-mah, placing a hand on Dar’s neck to hold her ill.

The place where Kovok-mah had spit burned and tingled at firdt, then became numb. Dar relaxed.
Kovok-mah spit again. When every lash stroke had been covered with herb-laced sdiva, Kovok-mah
it out the chewed materids and blew upon the wounds to dry them. The herbs affected Dar like drink,
and she was warm despite being undressed. If Kovok-mah hadn’'t spoken, she probably would have
fdlen adeep. “Why did they do this to you?’

“I made the tolum angry.”

“How?

“l wanted him to help a woman.”

“And they hurt you for this?’

“Ha.”

“Urkwashavoki nuk tash,” muttered Kovok-mah.

“What?’

“Washavokis are crud.”

“Then why do you fight for them?’ asked Dar.

“Thisis our queen’s wisdom.”

“The tolum said women are here for urkzimmuthi. Is that your queen’s wisdom, aso?’
“Ha.”

“Why?'

“| dready told you. Food belongs to Muth la. Mothers should giveit to us”



Her inhibitions dulled by the herbs, Dar spoke her fedings. “That’s why | was taken and branded?
My lifewas ruined just so | could serve you food?’

“Washavokis branded you.”

Kovok-mah's reply only increased Dar’ s ire. “Because of you! I'm here because of you!”
“You make no sense. Mothers dways serve.”

“Thet’s not true.”

“Washavokis understand nothing.”

The cam Dar had fdt only moments before was shattered. She fdt abused and angry. She grabbed
her wet robe and managed to dip it on. “I should go,” she said.

“I dso think this” said Kovok-mah.

In the evening, Dar returned to the orc encampment with Neena to serve. Though rain dill fdl, the orcs
were seated outdoors. When Dar gave Kovok-mah his food, he didn't acknowledge her beyond the
usud formdities. After he finished eating, Znaryat approached him. “Mother’s brother’s son, it's good
time to walk beneath trees.”

Kovok-mah glanced a the grove beyond the meadow’s edge and understood his cousin wished to
speak privatey. “Hal,” he said. “It would be pleasant to walk.”

Thetwo orcs srolled off. Znaryat waited until they were far from the keen ears of the others before he
spoke. “I amdled strange thing—one washavoki with scent of hedling magic. Others amdled it, too.”

“l gave Weasd thismegic.”

“| thought s0.”

“l saw wisdom init,” said Kovok-mah.

“Mogt do not,” said Znaryat. “You're losing respect.”

“If thet's so, then it' s s0.”

“That's Hfish answer. When time for killing comes, you must lead. Don't let someone lesser do it
“They would choose another?’ asked Kovok-mah.

“Sons won't follow someone they can't understand. They think you' re acting foolish.”

“And you, aso?’

“l can’'t understand why you teach our speech to Weasdl, or why you gave it heding magic.”
“l don’'t fully understand, mysdf,” said Kovok-mah. “Perhaps it’s because she' s different.”
“She? You cdl it she now?’



“You think thet strange?”
“Of course!” sad Znaryat. “I've never heard such talk. To cdl oneanimd ‘she.’ It's reckless.”
“How?’

“It will destroy your authority. We need your leadership. For Muth ld's sake, avoid this Weasd.
Washavokis don't care for us, it'sfodlish to care for them.”

“She' s like favorite goat, nothing more.”
“If your comrades were starving, would you spare that goat?’
“Thwa,” said Kovok-mah.

“You mug think of your own kind fird. Washavokis aren’t like us. They’re dangerous and
unpredictable.”

Kovok-mah thought of Weasdl’s anger coming so quickly after he had heded her. “I see wisdom in
what you say.”

“Will you cease your strange behavior?’ asked Znaryat.
1] Ha' .”

Znayat amiled. “You've dways put others before yoursdf, tha is why you're strong in their chests.
I’'m proud to be your kin.”

“Such words warm my chest,” said Kovok-mah. “I'm glad you spoke to me”

Thirteen

The following morning, Taren examined Dar’'s back. She was amazed to find that the lashes had
scabbed over and the skin surrounding them was no longer swallen. “This is Karm's grace,” she said.
“Many agirl’s died from flogging. You'll have scars, though.”

“Murdant Kol won't mind,” said Neena. “They won't even show when she’s on her back.”
Dar shot Neena an annoyed look. Neena smiled back.

The rain had ended and the soldiers broke camp early. As Dar headed to the muddy road, she saw
the peasants returning to discover what remained of ther food stores. They faced a hard summer and a
harder winter. Yet, because they hadn't ressted, their other possessions remaned untouched. Thus,
Neena and Kari had only sausages to show for their favors.

Dar waked with Lord. Though their friendship was renewed, Dar often found conversation difficult.
Too many topics stirred up heartache. Dar refrained from asking about Lord’s home and family, for they
were logt forever. The upcoming birth seemed an ominous—not a blessed—event. The high points in
both their current lives were food and rest, and they had little of either. Y et the bond between them could



be expressed dlently, and that's what Dar modtly did.

By noon, the march had taken itstoll on Lord. When her friend became oblivious of everything except
the necessty to keep waking, Dar lagged behind to speak with Kovok-mah. She regretted her last
words to him and wanted to thank him for heding her lashes. This time, he marched toward the front of
the column, and Dar was surrounded by orcs when she sad, “Shashav, Kovok-mah.” Thanks,
Kovok-mah.

“Spesk to me like washavoki, not in speech of mothers.”

“Dargu nak muth.” Weasel is mother .

“Do not say that!”

“Kam? Why?

“You are different thing. Y ou are washavoki.”

“Why are you saying this?’

“Because it is s0. | was fodlish to tak to you, foolish to give you magic. | am finished spesking. Go
away.”

Dar stared & Kovok-mah in disbdief, while he resolutely ignored her. When she saw he wouldn't
speak to her, she rgoined the women. Only then did Kovok-mah sigh softly to himsdlf.

The march continued into late afternoon, when the shiedron halted near a hapless peasant’s hut. The
family was ether very poor or had been warned of the army’s approach, for their larder was nearly
empty. Only the officers ate wel that evening; everyone ese had porridge. It was twilight when Dar and
Neena approached the orcs encampment bearing dinner. As they entered the circle of branches, Dar
whispered, “The orcs are acting Srangely. Be prepared to run.”

The two women hated before the seated orcs. “Saf nak ur Muthz 18" said Dar. Food is Muth la's
gift.

“Shashav Muth 1a” said the orcs in unison. Thanks Muth la.

Dar whigpered to Neena, “Don’'t serve them yet, | have something else to say.” Then Dar addressed
the orcs in their own tongue. “Urkzimmuthi say me no mother. Then no mother gives you this food. No
Muth la No mother. No food.” Dar whispered to Neena. “We must go now.”

“Why?'
“They’re angry. Now come dong.”

When the two women turned to leave, Kovok-mah shouted, “ Stop!”
Dar shouted back, “Thwa muth. Thwa saf.” No mother. No food.

Kovok-mah rose, puffed up his chest, and roared. “Run!” shouted Dar to Neena, who required no
further encouragement. She dashed off. Dar stood her ground. As Kovok-mah strode up to her, she
thought he might kill her.



“Serve ud”

“Sted thisfood!” answered Dar. “1 will not giveit to you.”

Kovok-mah raised his sword, and Dar closed her eyes, expecting to gaze next upon the Dark Peath.
“Why?" asked Kovok-mah. “Why are you doing this?’

Da opened her eyes. Kovok-mah had lowered his sword. “Because you cannot have it both ways.
You want meto serve, yet say I'm no mother. If that's true, then the hairy-faced washavokis can serve
you. I'm tired of it.”

Kovok-mah asked quietly, “What do you want?’
“All mugt say | am mother. Then | will serve”

For just an ingant, Dar caught a hint of a amile on Kovok-mah's face. He turned and spoke to the
orcsin ther language. Dar could follow little of what he said, but she assumed by the length of his speech
that he wasn't commanding his comrades, but rather trying to persuade them. When he finished speaking,
the orcs sad in unison, “Ther nat muth.”

Kovok-mah turned to Dar. “They have said you are mother. Now, will you serve?’
13 Ha .”

As Dar dipped the ladle into the kettle, she fdt the eyes of the orcs upon her. She wasn't naive, she
knew her victory was agmdl one. But it’s still a victory.

When Dar returned lugging the empty Kkettle, she was met by Taren. “What happened with the orcs?
Neena was scared out of her wits”

“What did she say?" asked Dar.

“That you said somethin’ that riled them.” Taren shook her head. “Dar, your tongue stirs up trouble.”
“Not thistime”

“How can you say that? Neena said they amogt killed you.”

“They wouldn't do that. Orcs respect women.”

“I’ve seen them day plenty,” said Taren. “Maybe they’re fond of their mothers, but they’ re not fond of
us If you hang around them long enough, you're goin’ to get killed.”

“You don’'t understand.”

“l do,” sad Taren. “You're scared of men, so you run to the orcs. You'd be safer with your own
kind. Murdant Kol’s not so bad.”

“l can't believe you're saying thet!”

“Maybe you don't fancy men, but don’t jump from the pot into the fire. If you're careful, you won't
end up like Lord.”



“Careis usdless when others run our lives”

“So men look to their own wantsfird,” said Taren. “Why would orcs be any different?’
“I'm sure they’re not,” said Dar. “But they want different things”

“And what might they be?’ asked Taren.

“Not our bodies,” said Dar. She looked thoughtful. “Perhapsiit's our blessng.”

Taren snorted. “You're daft!”

Fourteen

It was mid morming when the thunderstorm hit, indantly drenching everyone. The road filled with
water, but the march continued. Dar scanned the sky. It was uniformly dark, and she guessed it would
rain for a long while The heeth they were travding through offered no shdlter. There were only a few
gunted trees and no habitations at dl. It was easy to see why people shunned the place. Springtime had
bardly touched it, and the bleak landscape remained a somber brown.

Dar heard heavy footsteps and turned to see Kovok-mah splashing up the road. He dowed when he
reached her. “Tava, Dargu.”

“Tava, Kovok-mah.”

“This weather makes us think of washuthahi,” said Kovok-mah, who then turned and rgjoined the
orcs.

Taren watched him go with a surprised expression. “Wdl, that's a firgt.”
“What's washuthahi 7’ asked Dar.
“Those black seeds,” said Taren. “| think that orc was hintin' they’d fancy some.”

Dar consdered Taren'sidea. If orcs believe mothers own the food, they may think it's improper
to ask for it directly. “I'm sure you're right,” she said. “I’ll give them some.”

Dar jogged up to awagon and found the box of seeds. She placed some in a bag and waited for the
orc column to march up to her. When it did, she gave each orc some washuthahi. Kovok-mah was
marching at the column’s rear and when Dar approached him, he dowed his pace so they waked apart
from the others.

Da hdd out the seeds. “Muth la urat tha saf 1a”

Kovok-mah's large, clawed fingers ddicately plucked the amdl black spheres from Dar's pam.
“Shashav Muth Ia” he said. Then he added in a softer voice, “ Shashav, Dargu.”

Dar didn't know what to say next. She looked at the huge orc waking beside her, his frame made
even more massve by rugy iron plates, and she thought of how dien he was. An iron hdmet hid most of



his face, and the portion she saw was unreadable. Yet she knew that she must make some connection.
Dar racked her brain for something to say. Eventudly, she said, “Mer nav fdfli.” 1 am wet.

Kovok-mah looked at her. “Ha, zar fdfi.” Yes, very wet. After a slent moment, he spoke to Dar in
her own tongue. “1 think we should speak of things other than wegther.”

“Ha,” sad Dar. “You were angry with me last night. Are you dill angry?’
“l do not know washavoki word for how | fed. You are very strange.”
“You are strange to me, ds0,” said Dar. “Perhaps when | learn your speech, you will be less s0.”

“l think not,” said Kovok-mah. He paused. “You spoke wisdom last night. There is difference
between woe mans and hairy-faced washavokis.”

“Do the others believe that?’

“They said you are mother.”

“Saying something and bdieving it are different things”

“How could that be s0?7’ asked Kovok-mah. “Such speech would have no meaning.”
“People liedl the time”

“What is‘lie€?’

“It's saying something you know is not so.”

“On purpose?’ asked Kovok-mah.

“Of course on purpose.”

“Washavokis do this thing?’

The question seemed so naive that Dar thought Kovok-mah was teasing. Yet he wasn't amiling, and it
dawned on her that he was serious. She was so surprised, it took a moment for her to reply. “Why,
yes...weliedl thetime”

“Do you do this?
“I've never lied to you,” said Dar, hoping that answer would satisfy him.

Kovok-mah lapsed into slence, as if he needed to ponder what Dar had said. He put one of the
washuthahi seeds in his mouth and chewed it. Eager to change the subject, Dar asked him, “What are
those seeds for?’

“Washuthahi is very good. It makes warmth.”

Dar reached into the bag and pulled out one of the black, wrinkled spheres. After turning it in her
damp fingers and Tiffing it, she popped the seed into her mouth and bit down gently. Its shell cracked,
releesing a pleasantly spicy flavor that gave the impresson of sweetness. “Thisign't bad,” she said. “Do
you et it?’

“Keegp in mouth and chew.”



As Dar chewed the seed, its flavor grew more pronounced and was accompanied by a sensation of
warmth. The colors around her became more vivid, and the damp ar smdled rich and fragrant. The rain
no longer bothered her. She grinned broadly at the orc. He curled back his lips in return. “You not
washavoki now.”

“Hai. Dargu nak thwa washavoki,” said Dar, showing off her limited Orcish.

The conversation turned to language, and as Dar walked with Kovok-mah, he pointed a things and
named them. Dar repeated the words, then Kovok-mah corrected her pronuncition. After a while, he
began a new lesson. “We put words together to make new ones. Here is sense of ‘urkzimmuthi.” *Zim' is
child. *Urkzim’ is more than one child.”

“We d say ‘children.”” Dar looked puzzled. “You cdl yourseves childrenmother?’

“Thwa” said Kovok-mah. “Muth is mother. “Muthi means...” He paused to think. “..."'of mother.’
We add sound a end of one word to show it speaks about another word.”

“S0 ‘urkzimmuthi’ means * children of mother.”
“Ha.” Kovok-mah hed out a washuthahi seed. “*Wash' means ‘tegth.” *Uthahi’ means ‘pretty.’”

Although Dar thought the seed looked somewhat like an orc’s black tooth, she was amused that it was
cdled “teeth-pretty.” She suspected that chewing these seeds had affected her mood, for she fdt
lighthearted despite the foul wesather.

That mood persisted when the lesson was over and Dar headed to rgoin the women. She grinned
broadly as she splashed up the road. Taren, Kari, Neena, and Lord didn't share Dar's chearfulness.
They looked bedraggled and dispirited as they dogged dong. Neena was shocked when Dar amiled at
her. “Dar!” she said. “What happened?’

“Nothing. Why?’
“Your tegth are black!” sad Neena.

“Let me see” sad Taren. Dar opened her mouth and Taren peered ingde. “They're as black as any
orc's. You must have done something.”

“I chewed a few of those seeds,” sad Dar. She suddenly understood why “washuthehi” meant
“teeth-pretty” and laughed.

“l don't see what's so funny,” said Neena, “You look awful.”

“Not very kissable” said Taren, “though | guess that doesn’t bother you.”

“Not in the dightest,” said Dar.

“Ugh!” said Neena. “Why would you eat orc food?’

“Those seeds aren't food,” said Dar. “They’re something else. A kind of magic.”
“That'seven worse” sad Kari. “Maybe you'll turn into an orc.”

Dar playfully flashed a broad, black-toothed grin. “Maybe. | should ask about that.” She turned about
and headed toward the marching orcs. When she reached Kovok-mah, she curled back her lipsin an
orcish amile. “Nuk merz wash uthahi?” Are my teeth pretty?



Kovok-mah seemed pleased that Dar had returned. He amiled back. “Therz wash nuk zar uthahi.”
Your teeth are very pretty.

“If ‘washuthahi’ means ‘ pretty teeth,” what does ‘washavoki’ mean?’ asked Dar.
“*Avok’ means ‘dog."””
“So washavokis have the white teeth of dogs?’ asked Dar.

Kovok-mah hissed with orcish laughter. “Dargu nak thwa washavoki. Darguz wash nuk uthahi.” Some
of the other orcs joined in laughing.

Dar mentdly trandated. Weasdl is not dog-teeth. Weasdl’s teeth are pretty. She amiled. Maybe
they are, she thought, to an orc.

The rain stopped fdling in the afternoon, but the sky remained dark. By then, Dar’s buoyant mood hed
faded, and she was as tired and miserable as the other women. Lord suddenly gasped. “My pans are
worse!”

“How long have you had them?’ asked Dar.

“Sincethismorming,” said Lord.

“And you' ve been waking dl thistime?’ asked Dar.

“They're not going to stop the march for awoman,” sad Lordl.

“Can you hold out alitle longer?” asked Taren. “We | probably be hatin’ soon.”

“l don't know,” said Lord. “I'll try.”

Taren regarded the others. “Who of you knows *bout birthin' babes?’

No one answered.

“Come on, dl of you had mothers” said Taren. “Did you ever see her give birth?’
Both Neena and Kari shook their heads.

“How about you, Dar?’ asked Taren.

Dar didn't want to say in front of Lord that she had watched her mother die. “It was along time ago.”
“Then you're the closest thing we've got to a Wise Woman, here. You'll have to do.”
“But | won't be any help,” said Dar.

“At least you can stay with her if she gets Ieft behind. She shouldn't be done”

“Yes, | can do that,” sad Dar, fervently hoping it wouldn't be necessary.

“Comewith me” said Taren. “1 want to show you something.” She led Dar to the supply wagon and
pulled out a kettle the Sze of a bucket. Packed inade were aflint and iron, the cloth Taren had torn from
the sarving robe, two full water skins, and a loaf of bread. The bread, which had been baked on the



tolum’s orders, was burned and nearly flat. At thetime, Dar had taken vindictive stisfaction at the falure
of their baking. The prospect of eeting that same bread was less pleasing. “If Lord’s time comes while
we' re marchin’, take this kettle.”

“l see you've planned in advance,” said Dar. “Why don't you stay with Lord?’

“Because I've never watched a hbirth. At least you've done tha.” Taren scanned the desolate
countryside. “What a Karm-forsaken place to have a babe. Let’s hope it doesn’t happen here”

“Yes” sad Dar.
“If it does, move away from the road and hide your fire”
“I will.”

“If it goes poorly, and you come back aone, burn the brand from her forehead fird. That way, no
bounty taker will disturb her body.” Taren sighed. “That’sdl the advice | can give”

Dar and Taren rgjoined Lord and the others. They had waked but a little farther when clear liquid
suddenly flowed down Lord’ sthighs Lora hated, saring a her dripping legs with congternation. “Dar!

What's happening?

“It' stime to leave the road,” said Dar. She grabbed the kettle Taren had packed from the wagon, then
took Lord’s hand. “Come.”

Lord’s eyes widened with panic. “No! | can't doit!”
“Yes, you can,” sad Dar.

Lord burst out sobbing as Dar led her into the damp, was-high heather. The soldiers kept marching,
ignaring the two women. Dar and Lord moved dowly, for there was no path and Lord’s pains forced
frequent stops. The terrain undulated, and the low parts were boggy. Skirting the damp areas, Dar
headed for adump of scrubby trees far from the road. They were in leef and promised some shdlter if it
rained again. After what seemed forever, the two findly reached the trees. Dar pulled up bracken, shook
it as dry as she could, and laid it by the largest tree trunk. Then she turned to Lord. “Lie down here”

Lord lay on the makeshift bedding. “What's going to happen, Dar?’
“Your baby’s coming out.”

“Don’t | have to do something?’

“l don't think s0,” said Dar. “The baby does it on its own.”

“How? How can a baby get through my womb-pipe?’

“l don’t know. It just does.”

“Butit hurts. It hurtsalot.”

“Yes” sad Dar. “It hurt my mother, too.” Dar glanced at the sky. “I should gether firewood before it
gets dark. Will you be dl right?’



“Don’'t go!”
“I'm not going far. You'll want afire later.”

Lord pleaded further, but Dar ignored her and left. As she headed for some dead trees deeper into
the heath, she fdt relieved to get away and guilty that she had those fedings When Dar reached the top
of adight rise, she saw the trees were sanding in water, their trunks and branches slver gray againg the
bog that had killed them. Dar descended the rise and waded into the black pond. “Oh well,” she sad to
hersdf, “a least the wood will be dry.”

Dar pulled off branches and carried them to dry ground. After she had broken off dl the branches she
could reach, she took an armload back to the campsite. Lord sat againg the tree, her face a mask of
pan and fear. Dar dropped the wood and rushed to her sde. Lord grabbed her hand and squeezed it so
tightly that Dar’s bones ached. Gradudly, Lord relaxed her grip. Her face rdlaxed dso. “When will this
end?’ she asked.

“Soon, | hope”

It did not end soon. Dar tried to get the remaning firewood during the intervas between Lord’s
birthing pains and was forced to run as the intervas grew shorter. By thetime Dar had a fire lit, the pains
were coming frequently. It grew dark. Though the pains continued and grew more intense, nothing ese
happened. Dar fdt completdly usdless.

Asthe night wore on, Lord broke into a sweat, though the air was chilly. She moaned, “Oh my back!”
She hiked up her shift and assumed a sguatting position. Blood trickled from between her legs.

“What are you doing?’ asked Dar.

Lord glared a her irritably. “I’'m trying to get comfortable.” She grimaced and her face turned red.
“Lord...”

“I'm pushing. | need to push!”

“Push what?’

“Will you shut up? Go away!”

Dar remained. She hoped that Lord’s urge to push was a sgn that something was about to happen.
Nothing did. The urge to push continued to come at regular intervals. Though Lora strained with each
effort, asfar as Dar could see, the only result was to spend her strength.

Astime passed, Lord’slegs trembled, and her eyes grew wild. Lora’s moans took on a sharper note.
She had hiked her shift above her waist, and the space between her legs began to part. A bulge of dark,
wet har appeared. A moment passed, and the bulge became a hemisphere and then a litle head.
Shoulders came next. Dar cradled the head as the wet body followed, dark in the firdight.

Dar had forgotten there would be a cord attached to the child's belly. For a moment, she didn’t know
what to do. Dar held the baby, not wanting to tug at the cord. Findly, she recadled tha someone—she
hed forgotten who—had cut the cord when her mother had given birth. Lacking a knife, Dar grabbed the
flint Taren had given her. It had no sharp edge, and she was reduced to gnawing the cord until it parted.
Blood poured from the severed end. Dar briefly panicked, then tied a knot in the cord.

Though the baby was born, Lord wasn't yet finished. After a little more effort, a strange object



emerged. It was attached to the other end of the cord and resembled a piece of raw liver. Dar had no
idea whet it was. With its appearance, Lord relaxed and lay back on her weedy bed. “Isit aboy or a
gifl?’ she asked.

Dar looked. “A girl.”
Lord seemed disappointed, but she said, “Let me hold her.”

Dar used the scrap of cloth to wipe the child clean before placing her in Lord’s arms. The tiny girl
seemed to stare a her mother. Lord gently touched her little face, then burst out crying. “What's going to
happen to her?’ she said between sobs. “What's going to happen to me?’

Dar was wise enough not to venture an answer.

Fifteen

Dar did what she could to make Lora comfortable. She cleaned her, gave her the baby to nurse, and
wrapped mother and child in her own cloak. Then she built up the fire with the remainder of the wood.
When shefinished, Dar lay againg Lord on the Sde away from the fire. Soon, both women were adeep.

Lord’s shivering woke Dar when there was only afant glow in the eastern sky. “Areyou dl right?”
“I'm c-cold,” said Lord in agroggy voice.

Dar got up. Thefire had died to embers. She pushed the unburned ends of the branches together and
blew on them. A ydlow flame appeared. Then she uprooted some heather and tossed it on the flame.
Thefire flared up. “Isthat better?’

“I'm 4ill cold and wet.”

In the firdight, Lord’s lips looked dark. Dar bent over to stroke Lord’s brow. It was dammy.
“Y ou've been lying on damp ground,” Dar said. “It's dry closer to thefire”

Lord sad nathing; she amply stared at Dar, looking confused. Dar took matters into her own hands
and dragged Lord to drier ground. The place where Lord had lain appeared black in the dim light, like a
permanent shadow. Dar touched the large, dark spot and drew back her fingers. Blood! Lord had been

lyingin a pool of it.

The discovery plunged Dar into despair. She's been bleeding half the night. Judging by the quantity
of blood, she guessed that Lord was dying and wondered if Lord had guessed it, dso. Should | tell
her? Dar couldn’t bring hersdf to say the words. “Lord.”

“What?' sad Lord, her voice as distant as a degper’s.
“I'll take care of your baby.”
A fant amile cameto Lord’s dark lips. “Thanks”

“Do you have a name for her?”’



“Frey.”
“That's a pretty name.”

Lord sad something that Dar couldn’'t understand, then closed her eyes. For a moment, Dar thought
Lord had died, but she ill breathed. Dar lifted the cloak and took Frey from her. The infant woke and
began to cry. Dar tore the neck of her shift until she could dip the baby down its front and guide her to a
breast. The child began to suck and camed down. “I’'m nursng you with empty breasts while | watch
your mother die” Dar whispered to her. “What good am 17’

Light came to agray Ky, reveding that Lord’s dark lips were a shade of blue. They contrasted with
skin that was dmogt white. Lord’s breathing was barely perceptible. By the time the sun rose, it had
ceased atogether.

With a brand from the fire, Dar burned away the scar that had marked Lord as the king's property.
Dar took back her bloodstained cloak, for she needed it too much to leave it behind. She covered
Lord’s ruined forehead with sprigs of heether, then arranged her corpse so she looked peaceful and
dignified. That was the best Dar could do; she had no meansto bury her friend, nor were there stones to
build acarn.

Dar hdd Frey so she might view her mother. “She gave you life” Dar said to the fussng baby, “though
she bought it with her own.”

Dar returned Frey to the warmth of her shift and sat down to eat some bread, soaking it in water so it
was chewable. She briefly considered remaining to lead a solitary and ferd life. A baby wouldn't last
long in the wild, thought Dar. Returning to the regiment at least gives her a chance. Though that
chance seemed adim one, Dar fdt compelled to do whatever she could.

Tired as she was, Dar knew she mugt hurry to catch up with the soldiers. They're probably already
on the march. Dar wrapped a drip of rag around her head to hide her brand from anyone she
encountered. Then she grabbed the pot and its contents, donned her cloak, and headed for the road,
carying Frey benesth her torn shift.

The road snaked through the empty landscape, bearing the marks of the army’s passing. Dar walked
as quickly as she could; yet it was mid morning before she came upon the remains of the previous night's
encampment. By then, she was concerned about Frey, for she doubted Lora had been able to nurse her.
Dar poured water into the kettle, wetted a finger, and pushed it into the infant’s mouth. The child sucked
it vigoroudy. “You're thirdy, aren’'t you?’ said Dar. She continued to give the baby water, one drop a a
time.

With her attention focused on Frey, Dar didn’t notice the man waking on the road until he was farly
close. She was darmed to note that, despite being dressed as a peasant, he carried a sword. Dar dipped
into the heather, crouched down, and retreated into the tangled brush. She hid twenty paces from the
road and waited for the man to pass. With hearing heightened by fear, she lisened to his footsteps. They
grew louder, then stopped.

“I saw you,” cdled avoice. “What cause have you to hide?”’
Dar remained slent and ill. She heard the sound of someone moving in the hesther.

“I mean no harm,” said the voice. “Perhaps | can help you.”



Frey began to cry. Dar was trying to cdm her when a man bearing a smal knapsack stepped before
her. His weather-stained clothes were ragged, and his bearded face was as grim as any soldier’s. He
gmiled a Dar, but the amile didn’t reach hiswalfish eyes, and she noticed his hand gripped his sword hilt.

“You look worse for your journey,” he said, taking in Dar’s muck-blackened legs and feet. “Where
are you headed?’

“That'smy own business” said Dar, risng.

“And soitis | never damed otherwise” The man gazed a the lump in Dar’s shift. “You got a babe in
there? He stepped closer. “Can | see? I'm fond of babes.”

Dar glanced down at Frey. As she did, the man tore the rag from her head. He grinned when he saw
her brand. “That’s worth five slvers”

The dranger seized the top of Dar’'s shift as he drew his sword. Dar svung the kettle, driking the
man's forehead. He moaned, wobbled, and released her. She swung again, this time with such force that
the kettle' s handle snapped. The man pitched facefirg into a bush. Dar grabbed his sword, then turned
him over. His eyes stared blankly beneath the crater in his forehead.

Frey walled, having dipped farther down Dar’s shift. Dar tended to her, then decided to search the
dead man's knapsack for food. She rolled him over and untied the drawstring. Locks of human hair fdl
out. Dar investigated no further.

Armed with the bounty hunter’s sword, Dar traveled unmolested. The few people she encountered
gave her awide berth, for she had a dangerous and desperate arr. If anyone guessed her rag hid a brand,
they took care not to show it. Throughout the day, Dar trudged after the army and caught up with it at
dusk. The women had aready served the evening med and were deaning up.

Neena spotted Dar fird. “Dar! Where's Lord?’

“She walks the Dark Path.”

“And her baby?’

“l have her here.” The women rushed over, and Dar produced Frey.

“Too bad it sagirl,” said Taren. “Peasants are more likdly to take a boy.”

“We could keep her here” said Kari.

“None of us can nurseit,” said Taren. “Even if we could, thisis no place for a child.”

Neena gently touched Frey’s hand. “She's so tiny.”

“Aye, she'sthat,” sad Taren. “Helpless, too. Go tdl the murdant that Dar’ s returned with a babe.”

As Dar gazed at the baby in her arms, she was overwhelmed by meancholy. The injudticesin Lord’s
life had passed to her child. “It's so unfair,” she whispered.

A hand touched Dar’s shoulder. “Is this the babe?’ asked avoice.
Startled, Dar whirled about.



Murdant Kol glanced at the child. “ She favors her mother.”

Sixteen

Murdant Kol spurred his horse to a gdlop as he rode from camp a daybreak. Speed was
unnecessary, but haste gave the right impresson. He dowed his steed to a trot only when he cleared a
rise and was hidden from view. The bouncing gait had disturbed the baby in his arms, who continued to
wall after the horse dowed down. “Hush!” said Kal in a tone more effective on soldiers than newborns.
The baby did not obey.

Wrapping one arm about the child required guiding the horse sngle-handedly. Kol, an accomplished
rider, made it look effortless. Soon he was riding in familiar territory where hegth gave way to pastures.
The green hills were sheep country, and the wool trade supported a smdl, walled town on the Lurven
River. The Lurven divided the vdley, and the road headed for the only bridge, a stone arch about a mile
upstream from the town. It was dill early morning when Murdant Kol reached it.

The rains had swelled the river, and its dark waters flowed swiftly beneath wisps of mist. Kol hdted
his horse in the middle of the span. In the distance, the mig took on a golden hue. It was a tranquil Sght.
Kal lifted Frey, who had findly dozed off, so she faced the viga The baby was light in his hand, and he
eedly tossed her in ahigh arc. A short cry preceded the splash. Silence followed. The blanket drifted
toward the surface of the black water. Then the current bore it away.

Murdant Kol turned his horse toward town and the pleasant prospect of a proper breakfast.

The women were marching even before Murdant Kol entered the town. “Dar,” asked Kari. “What
were you doing in the tent this morning?”

“Washing.”
“Whatever for?’

“She's picked up orcish habits” sad Taren with a note of distaste. “Firg the black teeth. Now
bathing.”

“Do you think Murdant Kol will find a home for Frey?’ asked Dar, trying to change the subject.
“Perchance” said Taren. “An orphan leads a hard life, though.”

“Itll be less hard than her mother's,” said Dar.

“Aye” sad Taren. “The men saw to that.”

As Dar trudged dong, her sadness over Lord’s death fought with her concern for Frey and the dread
caused by Murdant Kol’'s regppearance. His sudden return had been a shock, dthough she had
expected it. Ther reunion had a drangdy offida qudity, more like a meding of a murdant and his
subordinate than a man and hiswoman. Kol had briefly questioned her about the birth and Lord’s desath,



but he had been more interested in how Dar acquired the sword. Frey seemed of little consequence to
him. He had taken the sword that evening, and the baby t fird light.

The clear sky and mild weether did nothing to lighten Dar’ s spirits. Her pace lagged, and soon she was
waking among the orcs. “Dargu gavak nervier,” said avoice.

Dar looked about and saw Kovok-mah had spoken. “What?”
“l said you look sad.”

Dar, who dill had trouble reading Kovok-mah's fadid expressions, was surprised he could discern
hers. “Mer nav,” she sad. | am.

“Kam?' Why?

“Lord walks the Dark Peth.”

Kovok-mah regarded Dar with an expression she assumed was puzzlement. “What road isthis?’
“The one spirits travel after they leave the body. Lord is dead.”

“She has returned to Muth |a” said Kovok-mah. “It is sad for you, but not for Loral.”

“| |eft her lying on the ground,” said Dar, her voice cracking.

“We would say ‘te far Muthz |la—'on Muth ld s breast.” It is good place. Think of your own mother.”

The remark caused Dar to cry softly. Kovok-mah watched her, then said, “Y ou have made this sound
before. On day we met.”

“Mer nav nervler.” | am sad. Dar ceased sobbing and let out awrenching Sgh. “How do you say ‘red
mother’ 7’

“Red mother? | do not understand.”

“Lord had a baby, does't that make her ared mother?’

“We would cdl her ‘muthuri.’ It means*giving mother’ in your speech.”

“l see” sad Dar. “Lord gavelife | give only porridge.” She sghed again.

“You are dill mother,” said Kovok-mah, “and your teeth are pretty.”

Dar amiled a his transparency. “Hai. Will they ever look like a dog's agan?’

“Not if you are careful to chew washuthahi.”

“I'll try to keep up my appearance.”

“Itis pleasing to see pretty tegth.”

Dar walked slently awhile, then she asked, “What do urkzimmuthi mothers look like?’

“They are smdler than sons, their heads are smooth, and dl ther teeth are little” said Kovok-mah.
“They look somewnhat like you, but much prettier.”



Dar amiled. “Don't you bdlievein flatery?

“What isflattery?”

“You wouldn't understand. It's akind of lie”

“Y ou mean saying words without meaning?’

“Hal. Like saying I'm pretty.”

“Your teeth are pretty.”

“You told me that before.”

“And you have big chest.”

Dar looked down. “My breasts aren’t big.”

Kovok-mah amiled. “Thwa urkfar—not breasts. ‘Big chest” means big fedings, courage.”
“Washavokis would say ‘abig heart’” or perhaps a brave one” sad Dar.

“Maybe same thing,” said Kovok-mah, who didn’t seem sure. “It is good to have big chest. | give you
no flattery.”

Dar had rgjoined the women by the time they marched past the town. Unttil then, the largest settlement
she had ever seen had been the village near her home. Compared with that collection of huts, the amdl
town seemed imposng. Dar gaped a the structures visble above its wal, astonished by their Sze,
cut-stone masonry, and tiled roofs. Her amazement amused Kari, who was teesng Dar when Murdant
Kol rode out from the town's gates. Dar strained to see if he ill had Frey and would have spoken with
himif he hadn’t joined the officers a the front of the column. For the rest of the day, she anxioudy waited
for achance to learn if Kol had found the baby a home. When the army findly hdted for the night, Dar
hurried to see him. “Murdant Kol,” she said. “What news? Were you successful?”

Kol amiled. “Karm has favored the child. | found afamily that took her in as one of their own. They're
weavers who prize a girl’s nimble fingers”

“Do they have other children?’ asked Dar.
“Three daughters. They were dready doting on the babe when | left.”

Dar beamed, but then her face took on a different expresson. “You mugt be happy for your
daughter.”

Kol feigned puzzlement. “My daughter? Did Lord tdl you that?’
“No, someone s did.”

“Well, you shouldn't credit gossip. The child's not mine. Loral would have told you hersdf if you had
asked her.”

“It' stoo late for that.”

“Aye, and it's a shame. She was afinelass” Murdant Kol paused, asif logt in thought. “Do you know



anything about horses?’
“No,” sad Dar.

“I’'ve heard you get on with the piss eyes. Someone like that would be good with horses.”

“l don’t see why.”

“Both beasts are dangerous, but you strike me as the fearless type.”

“You're wrong.”

“Then brave, indead.” Kol smiled. “Not many would attack a sivordsman armed only with a kettle.”
“l was protecting Frey.”

“| fancy you'll show the same devotion to my horse. | need someone to care for Thunder.”
“l wouldn’'t know how.”

“I'll teach you.”

Dar regarded the murdant uneesily. “We' re dready short awoman, and...”
“You'll do what's required,” said Murdant Kol in a sharp tone.

Dar’ s face colored, but she kept her voice meek. “Yes, Murdant.”

“I left my groom behind,” said Kol, his voice easy again, “and these soldiers are a ham-handed lot. |
sense you have the proper touch. The rest you can learn.”

“When do you want to teach me?’
“Now. Thunder mugt be groomed after being ridden.”

Dar glanced toward where the women were lighting the cooking fires. “Now?’

“Yes” Kal touched Dar's am and fdt her tense. “You seem skittish. That won't do. Thunder can
sne fea.”

“Your horse doesn't frighten me.”

“Then what does?’ asked Kol. When Dar didn't answer, he grinned. “Surely not me”
“l told you I’'m not fearless. | was frightened when | killed that man.”

Kal’s grin broadened. “But you dill killed him.”

“I did.”

“| ride Thunder because the horse has soirit,” said Kol. “I appreciate spirit. Come, it's time you two

Kol led Dar to where Thunder was tethered and showed her how to rub him down. Then he watched
Dar work, nating how her gentle touch calmed the horse. She has good instincts, he thought, recdling
that Thunder had killed a groom. The fool tried force and got trampled for it. As high murdant, Kol



knew magtery was achieved by many means. Violence was only one of them.

Seventeen

Taren looked a Dar crosdy when she approached the cooking fires. “Dalyin’ aready? | thought you
wanted no part of Murdant Kol.”

“l don't,” said Dar. “He made me take care of his horse”

Taren scowled. “As if we weren't shorthanded dready. Help me with the porridge. | can't do
everything.”

“Where are the others?’

“Gatherin’ wood. There's precious little. | mugt speak to Murdant Teeg about gettin’® anew girl.”
“Please don't,” said Dar.

“What'sit to you?’

“| keep thinking of Lord,” said Dar. “Why ruin another life?’

“What about our lives?’ said Taren. “Many backs make burdens light.”

“I'll work twice as hard to make up the difference” sad Dar. “At leadt, let metry.”

Taren looked skeptica. “Murdant Teeg can decide to take agirl on hisown, or Murdant Kol, for that
metter.”

“l know,” said Dar. “Jugt don’'t ask themto do it.”

“But how can you do this added work and spend nights with your murdant?’
“Maybe there won't be any nights”

“| thought you were his woman, or has he logt interest?”

“l don’t understand what’s going on,” said Dar. “He hasn't...you know.”

“l don’'t know,” sad Taren.

“He could drag me to his tent anytime he wants, but he hasn't. HE's only touched my arm. And
yet...theway helooks a me...”

“Have you changed your mind?’ asked Taren.
“No.”
“Then what will you do? Y ou can't fight him.”

“Probably not, but he seems to know how | fed.”



“Aye, and he could be playin’ with you,” said Taren.
“How did he trest Lord?’

“I'm not the one to ask, but | think it's plain.”
“Hetold me Frey in't his child.”

Taren snorted. “Aye, and Lord died a virgin, just like Karm's mother.” Mentioning Lord’s death
mede Taren think. “All right, Dar. | won't ask Teeg for another girl. We Il make do until the regiment
joinsup.”

The fdlowing day, the amy left the Lurven Vdley and Dar firg glimpsad the broad Therian Pain.
Taren had marched across it twice and Lord once, and they had told her about what lay ahead. Far to
the west, beyond Dar’s sght, flowed the Turgen River, which marked the border of the kingdom. The
Urkheit Mountains were to the north, aso too digant to be seen. The Turgen originated there, and its
only bridge lay close to the mountains. It had been taken two years ago, and the army would assemble
there to invade the neighboring kingdom. Reaching the bridge would take two weeks of hard marching.

As the shiddron crossed the plain, it sometimes camped in the open, but usudly commandeered a
peasant holding. Dar grew accustomed to living off others possessions, though she was never
comfortable with it. Her existence settled into a routine. She rose early each morning, served the soldiers,
hurriedly ate, then fed and saddled Thunder. Murdant Kol had been right about her and the horse. Dar
soon bonded with Thunder. Once she was able to sense his moods and needs, she fdt relaxed around
him.

Thunder’s master was another story. Murdant Kol continued to perplex Dar. He made no advances,
yet she remained fearful he would. The other soldiers didn’t bother her, and that was the only benefit of
being “Kol’s woman,” for the murdant wasn't generous. Dar dill marched barefoot in her ragged dhift, its
torn front cruddy gtitched together. His only gift had been a puzzing one—a dagger to replace the sword
he had taken from her. Dar thought Kol gave her the weapon either for reassurance or to show that she
was no threat to him, even armed.

During a portion of every day, Dar marched with the orcs. She spoke mostly with Kovok-mah, but as
her fluency in Orcish increased, she sometimes spoke to other orcs as wel. Those were the ones who
tolerated her as a kind of pet. Most ignored her. A few seemed annoyed by her presence. Because of
them, Dar preferred to wak apart with Kovok-mah when he taught her hislanguage.

The end of Dar's day was dways the mogt hectic part. The women were as tired and hungry as
everyone dse, but they aone had to collect fud, build fires, cook, serve both men and orcs, and clean
up. In addition to those chores, Dar dso had to rub down and groom Thunder. She was dways
exhausted by evening.

By the time Dar adjusted to the rhythm of the march, she was no longer a scabhead. The crusts on her
forehead had fdlen away, leaving a bright pink outline of a crown in their stead. Her back had dso
heded; though, each time Dar touched her scars, she fdt resentment.

The wesather turned hot and dry, baking the road. For days, the aamy marched in a cloud of dust.
When rain findly came, it was welcome at fird. Y et the drops that cleared the air quickly turned the road



to muck. Soon, men were curang and hoping the tolum would cal a hdt for the day.

When the shiddron neared a clugter of buildings, the sustolum rode back and cdled for orcs to follow
him. A dozen, Kovok-mah among them, followed the young officer. Dar knew the drill: The officers
would ride to the peasant holding and demand food and shelter in the king's name. The orcs presence
ensured submisson. Afteward, the soldiers would descend like locusts, commandeering
accommodations and supplies. Afterward, the women’s work commenced.

On that rany day, the only variation was that Dar followed the officers as they entered the holding.
She needed to start grooming Thunder immediady, for the horse was mud-spattered and would require
extra atention. Dar glanced about the compound as she entered. Smdl stone buildings were grouped to
form arough courtyard in front of a barn. Within this space, a knot of peasants stood sullenly in the rain,
waily eyeing the orcs. Murdant Kol was dill on horseback, as were the two officers.

Dar was waiting for Kol to dismount when a boy ran out of the barn. Bardly into his teens, he wasn't
animpogng figure, despite the pitchfork he brandished. Yet his reckless hatred made hm menacing. He
jabbed the pitchfork toward the tolum’s horse. “Leave usbe!” he shouted.

Dar looked a the tolum to see what he would do. Toum Karg's face reddened, but his voice was
cold. “Thisistreason,” he said. Kegping his eyes on the boy, he shouted a sngle word in Orcish—"*Tav!”

An armored orc bounded forward and splintered the pitchfork’ s shaft with the downward stroke of his
sword. The blade continued moving, looping upward before descending again. It hit into the boy’'s
shoulder and diced to the middle of his chest. It happened so fast, the boy had but an ingtant to react. He
opened hismouth to scream, but there was no breath in him; it had departed in a rush of blood. As the
boy dumped to the muddy ground, a woman screamed and ran toward him. The orc whirled and cut her
down. Then, to Dar’s horror, the orcs descended on the other peasants and began daying them with
effident butchery.

Dar closed her eyes, and covered her ears, but her brief glimpse of the attack was seared into her
mind. Its quickness and savagery sunned her like a physcd blow. She wanted to scream and sob a
once, but lacked the strength to do ether. Instead, she stood pardyzed by fedings of horror, disgust, and
nausea. When she opened her eyes again, dl the peasants were dead. Three were women. Four were
children. As their blood mingled with the ran and spread over the wet courtyard, their dayers were
transformed in Dar’ s eyes. They' re worse than beasts. Recaling how she had served them, spoke with
them, and even let one touch her, she fdt ashamed and befouled.

By the time Taren, Neena, and Kari arrived, the orcs had dragged the corpses away and departed.
Y e, evidence of daughter lingered. Blood stained the ground. The damp ar smdled of it. The soldiers
were busy looting possessions made forfeit by the boy’s treason. Dar stood done in the rain, holding
Thunder’'s bridle. Taren surveyed the scene, then walked up to her. “You saw what happened?’

“A boy ran out with a pitchfork. Just aboy,” said Dar. “He didn't stand a chance. None of them did.
Unarmed women. Children. It made no difference. The orcs...they just...Oh Karm! It was awful!”

“They're orcs,” sad Taren. “Killin' comes naturd to them. Don't say | didn't tdl you.”
“But I...1 never thought thet...that...”

“Wdl, open eyes see truth,” said Taren.



Dar wasin the barn brushing Thunder when Murdant Kol entered. “That was a terrible thing to see”
he said in agentle voice. “1t's especidly hard to watch children die.” He came closer and saw Dar’s face
was streaked with tears. Kol ddicately stroked her cheek and was pleased when she didn’t pull away. “I
should have warned you,” he said.

“Warned me?’

“I’ve seen you waking with the piss eyes and taking to them,” replied the murdant. “There are times
when you think they’re dmost human. That's dways a mistake.”

“Why would the king have such soldiers?
“War's a hard business”
“These people weren't a war. They were the king's own subjects.”

“Trug” sad Murdant Kal. “The tolum should have said ‘Kill him, not just ‘kill.” Piss eyes are too
literd.”

“The proper phraseis‘Tav gu—Kill it” We're ‘its to the orcs”

“That doesn’'t surprise me,” replied Kol. He sensed Dar’'s vulnerability and added, “I can protect you
from mogt things, but not from orcs. I'd fed better if you stayed clear of them.”

“Why do you protect me at dl?’

Kal flirted with the idea of embracing Dar, but decided not to push his advantage. Instead, he spoke in
asympathetic tone. “If this day proves anything, it's thet lifeé' s fragile. When you've seen as much killing
as | have, you want to stand againg the sorm and give some shelter.”

“I'm grateful,” said Dar.

For the firg time, Kol believed she meant it. He dlently watched Dar brush his horse and reflected
how the two had much in common. Dar’s body possessed grace and srength. Like Thunder, she adso
hed spirit. When he had met Dar, she was as wary and skittish as any colt, but he had been patient and
clever. Soon, Kol thought, she'll be ready for the hit.

Eighteen

The daughter in the courtyard shook Dar profoundly, and when she served the orcs that evening, dl
her origind trepidation returned. Once again, they seemed like mongters. The following day, Dar avoided
contact with Kovok-mah and the others. She didn’t even look in their direction. The mere sound of their
footsteps assumed an oppressve note. As Dar marched, she fdt trapped between the soldiers and the
orcs and threatened by both.

The shiddron hdted for the night far from any habitation. Dar groomed Thunder, then helped search
for firewood. It was scarce until she found a dry stream. She was following its bed, gathering driftwood,
when Kovok-mah spoke her name. Startled, she gazed a him uneesily, surprised that he could move so



quietly and wondering why he felt the need to do so.
“You are frightened,” said the orc.
“I'mnat,” replied Dar.
“What you say makes no sense. | andl your fear.”
Da wondered what fear smdled like. “Ha. I'm afrad. | saw you kill those peasants.”
“Washavokis are crud,” said Kovok-mah.
“We're crud? Y ou daughtered innocent people.”
“l do not understand this word ‘innocent.” What does it mean?’
“It means they didn’t deserve to die. They did nothing to you.”
“But tolum said we mugt kill them.”
“Hesad ‘tav.” That'sdl”
“Tav means ‘kill.” We did what washavokis wanted us to do.”
“But...”
“Washavokis want usto kill because they are crud,” said Kovok-mah.
“You don't understand,” said Dar. “There should be a reason for killing someone.”

“If woe man goes away, washavoki brings head and gets gift. | have seen this but | do not
understand. What is reason why woe man is killed?” Kovok-mah waited for an answer and when he got
none he said, “All washavokis seem dike. | do not know which should live and which should die”

“Then you shouldn't kill any of them,” said Dar.

“I will obey tolum.”

“Why?'

“Your king gave our queen strong hedling magic, and greet gifts require great giftsin return.”
“Whet does that have to do with it?’

“Your king desired usto kill for him,” said Kovok-mah. “Our queen promised this gift.”
“So you're here because of your queen?’

“Hai. Our queen swore urkzimmuthi would kill, so | do it,” said Kovok-mah. “Still, 1 think your king
desred crud gift.”

When Dar tried to imagine the diplomacy of kings and queens, she fdt confident it dedlt with enemies,
nat frightened peasants in rainy courtyards. Y et, the peasants were the ones who had died. Dar relived
witnessing their deaths and found hersdf trembling. “It was horrible to see those killings | think about
them dl thetime. That’s why you frightened me.”



Kovok-mah gazed slently at Dar awhile. “That makes me sad,” he said. Then he walked away.

Dar continued collecting firewood as she tried to sort out her fedings. Her encounter with Kovok-mah
had only increased her disquiet. She found it hard to believe that the orcs would obey the tolum without
question; yet she knew Kovok-mah did not lie He doesn’'t even understand the concept. The idea of
such obedience was digurbing. If the tolum told Kovok-mah to kill me, would he do it? She fdt
certain the tolum was capable of giving such an order. How Kovok-mah would respond was a trickier
question. Where do his loyalties lie?

The smple answer was that the orcs' loyalties lay with their queen. Teeg had said as much. Y e, within
the regiment, the Stuation was more complicated. Here, men speak for the queen. Dar wondered what
diginctions the orcs made between ther queen and the Queen’'s Man. Perhaps the two were
interchangesble. And what about the Queen's Man's officers? The orcs killed quickly enough for
Tolum Karg. Dar worried they might even obey a murdant. It was hard to figure out where things stood
within such muddied alegiances. As Dar pondered them, she reached only one concluson: There was no
reason to believe tha the orcs' loydtiesincluded her.

By the time Dar returned to camp, the orcs had erected their shelters and the soldiers had pitched ther
tents. Only the women were busy. They worked around the cooking fires, which sorely needed wood.
Dar tossed her load of branches beneath pots that Kari and Taren were girring. “Are we only cooking
porridge?’ she asked.

“Aye” sad Taren. “It was dim pickings last night. Soldiers had been there before.”

“Do you suppose that’s why the boy was so angry?’ asked Dar.

“Who knows?’ said Taren. “Poor fool.”

Neena held out a pair of worn shoes. “Try these on, Dar. They might fit you.”

Dar eyed the footwear. “Aren't those yours?’

Neena amiled. “Muut gave me a new pair.”

Dar looked a Neena's feet. Her “new” shoes bore bloodstains. “But those are from...”
“Someone who no longer needs them,” said Taren quickly.

S that’s a man’s generosity, thought Dar, a dead woman’s shoes. She sat on the ground and tried
on Neena's old pair. They were far too smadl.

Teag was dready in the tent when Kol entered and set down his saddlebags. The sound of bottles
dinking caught Teeg's attention, and he sat up from his deegping rall. “’ Twas a dry march today,” he said.

“Makes a body thirgy.”
“You're dways thirsy,” said Kol. “Rain or shine”
“Aye, that's true enough. So why don't ye share what’sin yer bag?’
Kol opened his saddlebag. “1 mus save one bottle, but here’ s another.”
Teag grinned when he saw the bottle's shape. “Is that brandy?’



“Yes, honey brandy.”

“| saw somefine cloth, too.”
“A dress” said Kal.

“For yer woman?’

“It may prove useful.”

Teeg used his dagger to pry the cork from the bottle. He took a long swig and sghed contentedly.
“Why bother with a dress? Just tup her and be done with it.”

“Thet would be your way,” said Kal.

“Easesisbest,” said Teeg. “That'smy creed.”

“So why hunt boars when you can get hogs from a pen?’
Teeg shot Kol apuzzled look. “What?’

“It' s the chase that makesiit interesting.”

Teeg snorted. “Ye don't know what a woman’s good for. It's not chasin’. Besides, why her? Ye can't
like the look of her piss eye teeth.” He took another swig.

“The black teeth are just one of her ploys” said Kal. “She' sfull of tricks. Did you know the piss eyes
cdl her Weasd?’

Teeg laughed. “ She's weasdly, dl right.”

“Clever,” sad Kal. “And daring for a woman. Worthy quarry.”

“Worthy? Are you daft, man? Just hold her down and poke her.”

“She' s the type that pokes you back...and with something sharper than a prick.”

“Then why'd ye give her a dagger?’

“A boar needs tusks,” said Kol with an enigmatic amile.

Teeg rolled his eyes. The two men regarded each other, each contemplating how different they were.

Kol took a swdlow from the bottle. “I want to tame her, not just tup her,” he said.

“And what will ye do with her once she' s tamed?’

“Then you can have her,” said Kal. “It' sthe hunt | enjoy.”

Nineteen



By the third week of the march, the Urkheit Mountains filled the horizon. One peak rose behind
another without any apparent end, marking the northern boundary of the kingdom. The ground over
which Dar traveled was no longer flat, but rolled gently in anticipation of bounding upward. The land was
less dry, and trees often grew between the fidlds.

The mountains appeared closer than they actudly were. The Turgen Bridge, which lay south of ther
foothills was il three days away. The far Sde of the bridge marked the end of the first leg of the march.
The regiment would reassemble there, then merge with the rest of the king's army. When it resumed
marching, it would be into hodtile territory.

The nearness of the staging point brought a change among the soldiers that was gradud yet as marked
as the change in the scenery. The men developed an edginess that mixed eagerness and apprehension.
The gpproaching hodilities also affected the orcs. Though Dar ill avoided them, it was impossible not to
notice how quiet they had become.

Near day’s end, the shidldron halted at a deserted farmstead. The soldiers rummaged through empty
buildings that had been picked clean, ether by fleang peasants or by other soldiers. As Dar went to
groom and feed Thunder, she anticipated meager rations that evening. At the barn, a soldier was
grooming the officers horses, but Murdant Kol’s steed was absent.

“Where' s Thunder?' Dar asked.
“The murdant went for aride”

Dar Ieft the barn to hdp prepare dinner. As she cooked porridge and waited for Kol’s return, she
wondered why he would go riding after spending dl day in the saddle. Many of the murdant’s actions
puzzled her, but she understood him well enough to know that he did nothing by whim. The porridge was
nearly ready by thetime Dar heard hoofbeats and saw Kol riding toward the barn. She turned to Neena.
“Will you watch over the pot? I’ ve got to groom Thunder.”

Neena took the girring paddie from Dar. “That man sure fusses over his horse” she said. “I'd think
he' d be more interested in you.”

“| prefer it thisway,” said Dar as she headed for the barn.

Murdant Kol was 4ill mounted when Dar arrived. He smiled. “You needn’t feed Thunder tonight. |
found afidd of fresh goring grass. You can ride with me to it.”

Dar was indantly wary. “I’ve never ridden a horse before.”
“Then it stime you did. Climb on behind me.”

Dar understood that, despite the murdant’s amile, he was giving an order. Still, she hesitated to obey.
Dar strutinized Kol' s face to determine hisintentions, but it was bland and unreadable.

“Hurry up,” Kol said. “Thunder won't graze in the dark.”

Dar touched the hilt of the dagger that hung from a cord about her waist. She was unconscious of the
gesture until she noticed Kol watching her hand. “Don’'t be nervous” he said.

Dar resolved to prove she was not. She hopped onto a box and raised her shift so she could throw a
leg over Thunder’s back and St behind Murdant Kol. The saddle was too amdl for two, so her seat was
precarious. Dar gripped the horse's flanks with her bare legs and feet and wrapped her ams around
Kol'swas. Thunder’s coarse coat fdt rough againg her skin and Kol’s lesther armor, sawn with metd



plates, fdt no better. Dar hoped it would be a short ride.

They rode out of camp at a pace that forced Dar to grip Kal tightly to keep from fdling. The bouncing
ride was uncomfortable, but it was a o thrilling. Dar fdt the horse's power and relished her connection to
it. Yet she didn't let the experience distract her. Dar was careful to keep her bearings as they rode
through the countryside. Thus, when they hdted before an isolated cottage, she redized Kol had taken a
roundabout route.

“Get off,” said Kol. “Remove Thunder’s bridle and let im graze. You can groom him when we get
back to camp. I'm going to light a fire” Dar did off the horse, then Kol dismounted and entered the
smdl, thatchroofed cottage.

While Dar unbridied Thunder, her mind raced. She suspected the moment she had long dreaded was
a hand. He calls me his woman. Tonight, he'll claim me. The prospect roused a mixture of
gpprehenson and anger. Yet Dar wasn't completely without hope. Perhaps he's been truthful and
only wants to protect me. The notion ran counter to Dar’s indincts, but it made entering the cottage
seem less like capitulation. The only other option was flesing. Dar touched the brand on her forehead. Its
rased scar fdt very prominent. There's no refuge.

Soon, Thunder grazed contentedly as the setting sun made the grass glow green-gold. Smoke drifted
from the cottage chimney. The countrysde—in contrast to Dar’s inner turmoil—was cam and peaceful.
Dar sghed, then steded hersdlf to face Murdant Kol.

The cottage smdled of herbs when Dar entered it. Some light came from an unglazed window, but the
sangle room was manly lit by a fireplace, where splintered furniture burned. Bundles of herbs hung from
the roof beams and pegs that lined the wals. The only furnishings that remained were a Straw mattress on
the floor and a plank—probably from a tabletop—that was set before it. Murdant Kol sat on the
mattress. Upon the plank were severd hunks of cheese, aloaf of bread, sausages, dried fruit, and a dark
green bottle. To Dar, it seemed a banquet.

Murdant Kol had removed his leather armor. It was the firg time Dar had seen him without it. He
looked less threstening in a cloth shirt. He smiled. “Why should Thunder feast while we get porridge?’

Dar’'s mouth watered a the Sght of the food, but she remained put. Kol shook his head. “You look
nervous.”

“I'm not nervous” said Dar. “Jugt surprised. Why dl this food?’
“Don’t you think you deserve it? Come enjoy yoursdf. Well have to return to camp soon.”

Dar relaxed dightly when Kol spoke of returning to camp. She walked over to the mattress and sat
down, trying to keep her distance from the murdant without being obvious. Kol handed her the bottle. “I
fear | have no goblets”

“I'm not used to goblets,” said Dar, lifting the bottle for a gp. The liquid tasted of honey and warmed
her throat and empty stomach. “What' s this?’

“A treat,” said Kol, “maybe the lagt for a long while. We Il be at the base camp soon. Thousands of
orcs, men, and horses.”

“Thousands?”

“Yes, it'll be chaos and short rations until the war begins.”



“When will that be?’

“I'm nat privy to the king's plans. Soon enough, | suppose. But not before you're sick of base camp.”
Dar took another swalow from the bottle. “What's war like?’

“It' s flesh medting metd—a hard game. A man's game.”

“Anorc's, too?’

“Fiss eyes aill blood better than mogt, but a game requires strategy, and they lack it. It's men that win
wars.”

“And the women?’ said Dar. “What about them?’
“The smart ones get by. Some handsomely.”
“War mugt be more than a game.”

“All life's a game, and winning and loang are what matters.” Kol gave Dar a meaningful look. “Thét,
and whose sde you're on.”

Dar did not like where the conversation was headed. “Murdant Teeg said you knew the reason for this
war, the one he cdled long-winded.”

Kol amiled, but Dar couldn’t tdll if it was because of Teeg's remark or the transparency of her change
of subject. “The ta€'s not too long,” he said. “Old King Kregant loved peace overmuch, so when his
wife's father died, he made no dam on the estate. Instead, he let the lands pass to King Feistav, who
hed no more right to them than he. Things changed when our present king took the throne. He renewed
thedam.”

“And started awar?’
“Strong men take strong measures.”

That remark was on Dar's mind as she glanced about the herb-filled cottage. “This was a Wise
Woman's home. Few would harm a hedler. I'm surprised she fled.”

Kol shrugged. “Her ill fortuneisn't ours. Y ou hungry?’
Dar grinned, aready feding the effects of Kol’'s brandy. “That's adlly question.”

“Then it's dlly not to eat. Dig in. You're not gtting a the Queen's Man's table. I'm only a lowly
murdant.”

“A lowly high murdant,” said Dar. “They say even Tolum Karg's scared of you.”

Murdant Kol looked pleased. “And why would he be &fraid of me?’

“l don't know,” said Dar. “They just say heis”

Kol reached out and stroked Dar’s am. “1 hope you're not afrad of me”

Dar fdt her har rise. “No,” she mumbled.

Kol broke off achunk of cheese and handed it to Dar. She bit into it, savoring its flavor. The last time



she had tasted cheese was a a cousn’'s wedding. The sausages, and even the bread, were novdlties.
Dar’ s hunger shifted her thoughts to the food, while the honeyed liquor relaxed her. As her bdly filled and
her head grew lighter, Dar eased her guard. She flopped back onto the cloth-covered straw. She was
lying dill, feding pleasantly satiated, when Kol began touching one of her feet. She giggled. “What are

you doing?”
“Seding what 9ze boots | should get you.”
“Boots?’
“You highland girls are tough, but | doubt you wak barefoot in the snow.”
Dar sat up. “I had boots a home. Shoes, too.”
Kol pulled a garment from a bag and hdd it up. “Did you own a dress as fine as this?’

Dar gazed with wonder at the eegant blue-gray dress. She wiped her hand on her tattered shift before
fingering its fabric. 1t was soft and findy woven. “I’ ve had only homespun.”

“It'syours.”

Dar regarded Murdant Kol. The drink had |oosened his sdf-control and his eyes betrayed a mixture of
lugt and triumph. “Try it on,” he said.

A note of command in Kal’s voice brought back Dar’s apprehension. “I’d have to undress.”
“S0? I"ve seen women's bodies”

“You haven't seen mine”

“Itstimel did”

Kol’s anug tone rekindled Dar’s resentment. She rose dowly, atempting to appear cam. “1 don't
want your dress.”

Kol rose dso. “Suit yoursdf. It won't change anything. You're 4ill mine” His hand shot out and
grabbed the neck of Dar’s shift. With one downward pull, he tore gpart its stitches and ripped it further.
For an indant, Dar teetered between terror and rage. Then rage won.

Instead of covering her breasts, Dar reached for her dagger. Kol had apparently anticipated the move,
for he seized her wrigt as the weapon cleared its sheeth. After a brief struggle, he twisted the dagger from
Dar’s hand and threw it into the fire. He dill gripped Dar’s wrist, and the two glared at each other. Kol
answered Dar’ s fury with cool menace. “You'll regret that,” he said.

The murdant grabbed the torn edges of Dar’s shift to finish ripping it off. As he tugged a the fabric,
she swung a knee into his groin. Kol gasped and let go. He stood ill momentarily, and Dar landed a
second and more forceful blow in the same place. This time, the murdant doubled over, and Dar dashed
into the evening. She grabbed Thunder’s bridle and tossed it onto the cottage’ s roof. Then she found a
gone and threw it hard againg Thunder’s hindquarters. The horse reared up and gdloped off. Dar
sprinted in the other direction, sopping only when she reached the cover of aline of trees.

Twenty



Dar hid in the undergrowth and watched the cottage. As her fury abated, she considered her next
move. Her reaction to Kol’s assault had been indinctive, but she knew only caculated actions would get
her through the night. At the moment, she needed to Sze up her adversary.

Dar thought Murdant Kol would burst from the cottage enraged and shouting curses. Instead, he took
histime coming out. When he did, he was slent, and Dar found that more chilling than shouting. Kol had
donned his armor, and he carried a burning brand as a torch. Kol was too digant for Dar to see his
expression, but he appeared to have mastered his emotions. He lit the thatch to set the roof ablaze, then
methodicdly examined the ground by the fire's light. He cursed softly when he saw the bridle was gone.
He gazed in the direction that Thunder had galoped, cdled his horse's name, and listened. After a spell
of slence, he turned toward the trees.

“Dar!” he shouted. “Can you hear me?’
Dar didn't answer.

“Come out, and I’ll forgive you. | like a spirited woman, but not a stubborn one.” He waited before he
spoke again. “There' s no use fleaing. Peasants will kill you for the bounty.” He paused. “They’ll do it with
stones and hoes.” He paused again and waited for a reply. He received none. “This is your last chance.
Think hard. How will you fare without my protection? The men haven't changed. They'll be worse for
the waiting.”

Recdling how a soldier had nearly cut off her nose, Dar was momentarily tempted to emerge from
hiding. Isn’t the demon | know better than the one | don’'t? She answered her question with another.
After Kol tups me, will he still protect me? She redized that Kol had been playing with her and this
evening marked the game' s concluson. He abandoned Loral. Why would | fare better? Dar surmised
thet any surrender would be the firgt in a chain of surrenders—a chain that only deeth would bresk. She
decided to stay puit.

Murdant Kol stood 4ill awhile, illuminated by the burning cottage. Findly, he walked in the direction
that Thunder had galloped. Dar was safe, but only briefly.

Dar moved among the trees, which marked the boundary between two fidds with a line that snaked
toward camp. Dar used ther cover until she could see the farmstead in the distance. The officers and
soldiers had taken over the buildings, but the women dept in their tent. The orcs shelters stood a little

way apart.

Dar scanned the open ground. There was no Sgn of Murdant Kol. With luck, he's still looking for
Thunder. | can go to the women’s tent and change into my spare shift. Yet Dar was pardyzed by a
sngle question—then what? It had nagged her throughout her flight. She imagined various fearful
scenarios. Murdant Kol could flog her for drawing a dagger. He might smply rape her. He could loose
the men upon her. Only one outcome seemed impossible—that he would forgive her and let her be. Dar
knew that whatever peace she had enjoyed was due to Murdant Kol. He had played the pat of a
powerful friend. Now he's a powerful enemy.

Evey time Dar considered her quandary, it boiled down to facing Murdant Kol. She redized that he
had many advantages—authority, strength, kill in arms, and men to do his bidding. All she had were her



wits. Dar was certain that she would need more than wits to overcome Kol. As she pondered this, her
gaze fixed on the orcs encampment and a thought came to her. To oppose a powerful enemy, you
need a powerful friend. There was no question that Kovok-mah was powerful. But could he ever be
my friend? It seemed unlikdy. Dar considered further and became convinced it was her only hope,
however dim. Dar scanned the landscape one more time, then sprinted toward the orc encampment.

The ache in Kol’s groin made it painful to walk, but he kept his gait naturd through force of will. He
thought Dar might be watching him, so it was important to betray no weakness. As he waked, he cdled
out Thunder’s name, kegping any urgency from his voice. Upon hearing a faint whinny from a dark
hillsde, he moved in its direction.

Asthe murdant searched for his horse, he pondered how he might turn the stuation to his advantage.
Kol knew Dar was daring, and he assumed she was too smart to run away. That meant she would
probably return to camp. If he was right, she mugt be silenced, but in a way that gave no impresson tha
ghe had thwarted him. Sowly, he pieced together a scheme. He would return to camp acting sated.
Then, as an act of largesse, he would “share’ Dar with the men. He could easly delay tomorrow’s march
to ensure that every man would have his turn. Dar’s resistance would only enhance his reputation. Once
the soldiers were finished, he would kill her. His men would have some fun, and they would never learn
the true story. Kol amiled, despite his pain. By late tomorrow morning, his problem would be solved.

The orcs sentry bounded over and seized Dar as soon as she entered the cirde of sticks. He pressed
her againg his chest with one arm as he raised his sword toward her throat. Dar was squeezed <o tightly
she bardly had the breath to shout, “Gat!” Sop!

Hearing hislanguage made the orc hesitate. Dar shouted, “Mer sav Kovok-mah!” | see Kovok-mah!
It was the closest she could come to meking a request in Orcish. The sentry answered, but she couldn’t
understand him. Dar repeated, “Mer sav Kovok-mah.”

The orc lowered his sword and gripped Dar’s arm. “ Sutat,” he said.

Da understood that word. It meant “come.” The orc led her to one of the shdters and spoke to the
orc indde. The reeds parted, and Dar saw a dlint of green-gold in the dark interior. “Dargu? What are
you doing here?’

“l need to speak with you.”

Kovok-mah said something to the sentry, who Ieft. Then he pushed some items aside, dearing a amdll
space before him. “Sit,” he said.

Clutching her torn shift againg her chest, Dar kndt in the space. * Shashav, Kovok-mah.” Thanks,
Kovok-mah.

“I andl fear.”

“Ha. A man dmogt raped me”

“What means ‘raped’ 7’ asked Kovok-mah.

“When min and muth do what changes muth into muthuri. What is word?’



“| do not understand.”

“Min...muth...together,” said Dar, udng her hands to mimic lovemaking. “Make baby. What is
word?’

“Thrim. We say ‘Min thrimak muth.””

“Washavoki tried to thrimak me againgt my will.”

“Agang your will? How isthat possible?” asked Kovok-mah.
“Men are strong,” said Dar. “They use force.”

“But that would offend Muth lal”

“Men don't care about Muth la”

“Does this offend your Karm?’

“Ha.”

“Y et, washavokis do thisthing?’

“All the time” said Dar. Even in the darkness, she could see Kovok-mah's eyes had grown wide. It
seemed bizarre that rape would shock him so.

“This happened to you?’

“Not tonight. | fought him. Now heisangry.”

“Who is this washavoki?’

“Murdant Kol,” said Dar. “He rides horse.”

“Bah Smi?’

Dar mentdly trandated. Eye Blue. “Hal, he'sthe one”

“What will he do now?’ asked Kovok-mah.

“He may try again. He may have others do it. He may hurt or kill me. | don’t know.”
“l have seen you with Bah Smi many times. Y ou did not seem afraid.”

“He said | was his woman. He protected me from other men, but only because he wanted me for
himsdf. Tonight he...” Dar stopped as she heard hoofbeats. She peered into the darkness and saw the
shadowy form of Murdant Kol on Thunder. Lowering her voice to awhisper, she said, “He's back.”

Kovok-mah's eyes eadly penetrated the darkness. He watched the murdant dismount, wak over to
the cloth hut where the woe mans dept, and peer ingde before leading his horse into the barn. He noted
that Kol waked as though injured. The orc had difficulty reading the washavoki’s expresson, but his
abrupt gestures betrayed anger. While Kovok-mah made the observations, Dar’'s scent grew stronger as

the sour amdl of fear mingled with pungent anger. When Kol disappeared into the barn, she whispered,
“Can | gay here tonight?’



Kovok-mah was ambivaent. He didn't rdish the idea of a washavoki ingde his shelter. Her odor
would linger long after her departure. Moreover, washavokis were strange and cruel. Zna-yat is right,
he told himsdlf. | should avoid them. Y et, though Kovok-mah wished to bdieve tha Dar’s fate wasn't
his concern, he was unsure Muth la would agree. If Muth la is honored when Dargu serves food,
would Muth la be dishonored by Dargu’'s rape? Kovok-mah regarded Dar as she slently waited for
his answer. She seemed both fierce and afraid. | called her mother, he thought. Then he knew whet his
answer mus be.

Twenty-one

At firg, the touch was part of Dar’ s nightmare. Then Dar woke and redized the hand on her shoulder
waan't Kol's. She lay curled on the floor of Kovok-mah's shdlter, so close to the gtting orc that his
knees pressed againg her back. Kovok-mah shook her harder. The nightmare faded, but not its sense of
dread. “You must go,” he said.

Da peered outsde and saw dawn was gpproaching. Her dread intengfied. “Can't | say?’
“Thwa You leave now.”

Dar wondered if Kovok-mah knew he was seding her doom. He probably does, she thought. He
just doesn’t care. Dar consdered—then quickly dismissed—begging for his protection. | won't debase
myself. With that resolution, her last hope evaporated. She looked outside again. Everything was lill.

“Vaa" Dar sad, hoping Kovok-mah understood the findity of her good-bye.

Clutching her torn ghift to cover hersdf, Dar hurried to the women's tent. She hoped to change into
her other shift and, perhaps, find a weapon before the men came. Taren sat up when she entered. “So,
you're back,” she said. She eyed Dar’ s torn garment. “Was it bad?’

“Worse than you can imaging” said Dar as she rgpidly changed. “Where are the knives?’
“Why do you want a knife?’

“l just need one”

“They’re on the wagon,” said Taren.

Teeg's wagon, thought Dar. Her heart sank further. I'll only have a stick of firewood or a ladle to
defend myself. Dar Ieft the tent to avoid further questions. The kettle of cold porridge sat near the ashes
of lagt night’sfire. The serving ladle hung from its edge. Dar hefted it. The uteng| fdlt light in her hand, but
dl the firewood had been burned. | guess this is my weapon. She dipped it in the cold mush to take her
last medl.

Dar was 4ill egting when Taren emerged from the tent. “ Dar, what happened last night?’

Dar swallowed. “Murdant Kol findly made his move. He...” The gght of men leaving the barn made
her stop. Usudly, the soldiers straggled in to eat, bleary and grumpy. This morning, they swaggered from
their degping quarters as a amdl mob and moved as purposefully. Dar noted none carried a wooden



bowl. As she watched them advance, the urge to run became nearly irresstible. Dar stayed put only by
summoning dl her courage.

The soldiers hdted a few steps from the kettle. By the time they did, Kari and Neena were dso
watching them, aware that something was about to happen. The men eyed Dar as a pack, united by
beligerence and lud. Y, as individuds, they hesitated to step forward. Dar could only guess what
Murdant Kol had told them, but the result of his words was evident—she was for the taking. It was only
aquestion of who would be the fird.

After atense moment, Muut decided it would be him. He advanced, grinning. “I’ve wanted a taste of
thisfor awhile” he said. He lunged a Dar and she swung the ladle, hitting his jaw. Dar heard a soldier
laugh. Then Muut punched her in the chest. Dar’s bresth whooshed, and she was unable to take another.
She doubled over, dropping the ladle.

Muut grabbed her am and jerked. “To the barn, bitch.”

Dar was able to gasp a hit of ar as Muut began to drag her away. The other soldiers followed. Now
thet the firs move had been made, each was eager for histurn.

Dar was hdfway to the barn when Muut suddenly released her. Confused, Dar glanced about and saw
that Kovok-mah stood where Muut had been. He was fully armed, and he hed Muut by the neck,
dangling him above the ground a arm’s length. The orc ignored the man kicking and thrashing within his
grasp and dowly regarded the other soldiers. “Thisis my woe man!” he bellowed.

Kovok-mah tightened hisfingers around Muut's neck. There was a crunch of gristle. Then he casudly
tossed the man asde. The soldiers drew back, slent and cowed. The only sound came from Muut, who
gurgled and gasped asif drowning. As everyone watched, his face turned bluish gray.

“Touch my woe man, and | kill you,” said Kovok-mah. Then he turned and strode away.

The soldiers remained 4ill, but Neena shrieked and ran toward Muut. She kndlt beside him, caressed
his face, and began to sob. Her actions broke the mob's inertia, and the soldiers gathered around ther
fdlen comrade. By then, Muut lay ill. A soldier examined him. “He's dead,” he said, regarding Dar with
revulson. “Yer lover killed him.”

“My lover 7" sad Dar.
“He cdled you hiswoman,” said the soldier.

Neena glared at Dar, her grief mingled with repugnance. “How could you?' she said. “An orc! What
kind of mongter are you?’

Dar was too stunned to protest. She glanced a Taren and Kari and saw the same loahing in ther
faces.

“It's her black teeth,” said aman. “Piss eyes fancy them.”
“Wl, they can have the unnaturd bitch,” said another.

The men embraced the idea that avoiding Dar showed contempt for her rather than fear of the orc,
and their self-respect returned as fright became disdain. “Taren,” said a soldier, “we won't have that one
s|vin' us”

“Aye” chimed in saverd others.



Teeg appeared with a shovel, which he tossed a Dar’s feet. “Ye can dig Muut's grave, bein’ yer the
one that got him killed.” When Dar amply stared at the shoved, he added, “Hop to it, or yell fed the
lesh.”

Dar took up the shove and dug where the earth looked soft. As she dug, she fdt both rdieved and
humiliated by Kovok-mah's intervention. By cdling her “his woman,” he had smultaneoudy saved and
degraded her. Dar was gppalled by how readily everyone believed the worst, no matter how far-fetched.

Kovok-mah stood at the edge of the sacred circle watching the washavokis. Ther actions perplexed
him. The washavokis were eating, ignoring the dead one. Kovok-mah wondered why there were no
prayers or rites. Dargu stood aone, digging a hole in Muth las breast. She didn't appear happy.
Alreedy, he wondered if he had acted wisdy.

Znayat approached. “Mother’s brother’ s son, you stink of washavoki.”
“Ha. Strange things have happened.”

“I know exactly what has happened,” said Znaryat. “Y ou' ve become fool.” When Kovok-mah tensed
and exposed hisfangs, Znaryat’s eyes narrowed. “Don’t chdlenge me. | won't bend my neck thistime”

Kovok-mah returned Znaryat’'s stare. “Then you want to fight?’

“You are my kin and 4ill strong in my chest. I'd rather speak wisdom instead.”
“Whet is this wisdom?’

“Dargu has evil magic.”

“| think not.”

“Your chest has grown amdl,” said Zna-yat. “Thisis Dargu’s doing. It has learned our words so it can
cast spdlls on you.”

“You speak foolishness” said Kovok-mah.

“How dse could it have dept in your shelter?”’

“| dlowed it for Muth lal's sake.”

Znaya gave a derigve hiss. “Muth [a? How can sons speak for Muth 1a?’

“When we lack mothers to guide us, we must think for ourselves.”

“Then you' ve thought poorly.”

“| followed my chest,” said Kovok-mah. “It told me | should protect Dargu from evil washavokis.”
“Dargu iswashavoki,” sad Znaryat, “so it isevil, dso. For your sake, I'll kill it.”

“Don't!”

“Has your chest grown so smdl that you would spare washavokis?’

“I would spare this one.”



“If you persst in this fally, others will not follow you. They'll meet and choose another. You'll lose
your cape.”

“If I loseit,” sad Kovok-mah, “killing Dargu will not get it back.”

Znaya sudied his cousn's face. At last he said, “I won't kill it...not yet.”

As Teeg approached Murdant Kol, he could discern no emation in his face. Kol merdly stood in his
rigd manner, watching Dar dig the grave from a distance. Teeg couldn’t resist saying, “I’'m glad to see
she' s not spailin’ her new dress.” Kol’s face darkened, derting Teeg to watch his tongue.

“I burned that dress,” said Kol.

“So, ye got yer fill without it,” said Teeg, suspecting Kol had not.

Kol grunted.

“That piss eye was asurprise,” said Teeg as casudly as he could. “One of her tricks, | suppose.”
“Yes” sad Kol, hisface growing even darker.

“I'm not fond of tricks, mysdf,” said Teeg. “Weasdls, ether.” He made a show of drawing his dagger.
“It's best to get rid of vermin.”

“Piss eyes don't bluff,” said Murdant Kal. “He |l day the man that touches her.”

“He doesn’t have to know who did it.”

“Then he' d probably kill everyone to be sure. Piss eyes don’t do thingsin hdf measures.”
“There s only one of him,” said Teeg.

“Themen can't sand againg apiss eye,” sad Kol. “That sorry lot only uses weapons for bravling or
scaring peasants.”

Teeg wondered how he' d fare againgt an orc and decided he would rather not find out. “So we leave
her be?’

“There's no reason for that,” said Kol.

“Sill, we let her live?’

“For thetime being,” replied Kol. “Soon, wéell be at war, and anything can happen.”
Teeg caught Kol’ s drift and showed hisjagged teeth. “Aye, war’ s full of opportunity.”

It was difficult to use a shovd barefoot, and Muut's grave was dill shalow when the men had finished
breakfast. Dar was dill a work when Murdant Kol approached. As soon as she spotted him, she
changed her grip on the shovd so she could swing it if necessary. The movement was't lost on Kol, who
hated outsde the shovd’s reach. “That's deep enough,” he said. “Dump himin and cover him.”

“All right,” said Dar, not taking her eyes from Kal.



“Afterward, give Thunder a good grooming before you saddle him. Y ou neglected him last night.”
“Ladt night...”

“Didn’'t change your duties” said Murdant Kol. “Neither did tupping thet piss eye.”

Dar's face reddened. “I never did that!”

“You're not fooling anyone,” said Kol, pleased his words had the desired effect. “We dl have eyes
and ears. Now get to work.”

Kol turned on hished and strode to where the women were loading a wagon. Dar briefly watched him
stop and tak with them. Then she dropped the shovd and waked over to Muut's corpse. It had lan
untouched as the camp went about its business. No one but Neena seems to care, Dar thought. She
glanced up and saw Neena was 4ill taking to Murdant Kol. She dreaded to think what they were
discussng.

When Dar dragged Muut to his grave, she spied his dagger. After depositing him in the hole and
ensuring no one was waiching, Dar used the dagger to cut its scabbard from Muut's belt. She quickly
lifted her shift and tucked the weapon in the waist cord of her undergarment. Then she piled dirt on

Muut's body.

The soldiers waited until Dar was grooming Thunder before they approached Muut's resting place.
One emptied a bottle on it “to give him one last drink.” The rest made remarks of feeble jocularity. Only
Neena wept.

Twenty-two

When the shieldron belatedly began its march, Dar tried to take her place among the women. Taren
barred her way. “Go to your orc. We don't want your kind.”

“What kind isthet?’ asked Dar.

“There'sno word for it,” said Taren. “None foul enough.”
“Jugt what do you think happened lagt night?’ asked Dar.
“We know what you did,” sad Taren, “and we're disgusted.”
“Who told you? Murdant Kol ?’

Taren nodded.

“And you believe him?’

“Look,” sad Taren, “you told me yoursdf you don't like men. And dl of us heard whét the orc sad
before it killed poor Muut.”

“Poor Muut? How can you take his Sde? Y ou know what he was going to do.”



“He wasn't perfect, but he was kind to Neena. And he was human. More humean, it seems, than you.”

Dar nearly burdt into tears, but she refused to give anyone the satisfaction, especidly Neena, who was
daing a her with undiluted enmity. Dar saw the futility of further argument; the women had sided with
their oppressors. She fdt as she had on her firg day in the regiment—surrounded by others, yet utterly
done. As Dar turned her back on the women, she reminded hersdf that she had Kovok-mah. Just like
Cymbe had her bear.

The tde of Cymbe and the Bear was familiar to every highland child. Dar’s father had told it often.
Cymbe was alittle gil who, like Dar, lived in asmdl hut with her parents. She wasn't happy, for she had
to work hard and every med was porridge. Then, one day, a bear urged her to join him in the forest. “In
the woods, you'll never tail,” he said. “I know the trees in which bees hide their honey and the dopes
where the berries ripen firs. Every day, I'll catch fish or hares or a deer, and every night we ll feast.”

Cymbe gladly ran off with the bear, and they lived an easy life together. The girl grew fat. Her hair
lengthened and tangled until it covered her body, and she looked like a bear. After a while, Cymbe
thought she was one. Y &t, when summer ended, the bees went to deep, the berries shriveled, and the fish
and game fled. Then the bear spoke to Cymbe. “Hard times are ahead, so I'll deep through the winter.”

“What about me?” asked Cymbe. “I gill must eat.”
“I've fed you dl summer,” replied the bear, smacking hislips “Now it's your turn to feed me”

Dar’s father dways laughed at the end of the story. The mord of the tale varied according to his need.
Cymbe was invoked when Dar or her brothers grew tired of porridge. “Remember Cymbe’ might
answver a complaint about chores, warn of a stranger’s approach, or rebuke discontent. Yet, even as a
child, Dar devised her own mord—Cymbe's fad error wasn't wishing for a better life, but
misunderganding bears. Do | understand orcs any better?

While Dar pondered that question, the shiddron snaked out onto the road. The officers and Murdant
Kol led the way on horseback, followed by the two wagons, the foot soldiers, the women, and findly the
orcs. Dar saw no place for her in that procession, though she knew she mug join it. She fdl in behind the
column of orcs, who hid her from the 9ght of the others.

The day was hot and Dar was thirsty when the march hdted for a brief rest. The orcs carried ther
own water, but the soldiers and the women drank from a water barrd a the end of one of the wagons.
Dar headed for it to quench her thirdt. The soldiers dways drank firgt. As Dar waited for her turn to use
the common ladle, she became conscious that she was both the center of attention, yet pointedly ignored.
Dar waited until everyone had drunk, then approached the barrel. A burly soldier brushed past her,
knocking her aside to seize the ladle. “Don’'t want her lips where mine go.”

“No tdling where they’ ve been,” said another.
“Think about it,” said Neena. “Can’'t you guess?’

Neena's question prompted speculation thet grew ever filthier. Dar tried to ignoreit as she cupped her
hands and hurriedly drank. When she finished, she looked up and saw the soldiers had surrounded her.
They seemed like dogs around a viper, filled with loathing and fear. Dar was uncertain which made them
more dangerous. Rather than try to push her way through the men, she darted beneath the wagon and
emerged out of their reach. As she retreated, she heard Neena laugh. “Did you see the whore blush?
One of you men guessed right.”

Dar headed for her refuge at the end of the column. As she passed the orcs, she sensed a change in



them aso. Dar had grown familiar enough with orc facd expressons that she could detect ther
resentment. It seemed directed toward her. Why would they be angry with me? wondered Dar,
adarmed by the prospect. She glanced about for Kovok-mah. When she caught his eye, he looked away.

When the march resumed, Dar trudged behind the orcs, brooding that—like Cymbe—ignorance
would be her undoing. Kovok-mah's actions had dtered her life, and she needed to understand them.
Dar picked up her pace until she strode beside Kovok-mah. “Pahav tamer,” she said. Speak with me.

Kovok-mah replied in Dar’s language. “ Thereis nothing to say.”

Dar continued to wak beside Kovok-mah. Glancing about, she became aware that the other orcs
were watching them. It occurred to her that Kovok-mah's deed might have caused him problems with
the others, making his position a delicate one. If that was true, she would have to proceed with care. She
needed to get Kovok-mah to speak with her, but he must not lose face by doing so.

Intime, an idea came to Dar. She exposed her teeth and puffed up her chest in a comic imitation of an
orc chdlenge. “Darqu is very fierce)” sad Dar in Orcish. Then she roared with a warbling, high-pitched
cry that parodied the deep, thunderous sound made by an orc. Kovok-mah's initid surprise turned to
amusement.

Dar roared again. “Tdk to fierce Dargu.”

Kovok-mah dissolved into laughter, dowing his pace as he did. Dar hdted and bent her neck in the
orcish 9gn of submission. Kovok-mah stopped waking aso. The marching orcs flowed around the pair.
Dar noted that afew were laughing and more were smiling.

Kovok-mah continued to stand ill, asif he were laughing too hard to walk. He waited urtil there was
along gap between him and the other orcs before he resumed waking. By then, he regarded Dar with an
expression that was more curious than amused. “What do you wish to say?’ he asked.

Dar was suddenly at a loss for words. She fdt as if she were balanced on a mountain peak where a
gtep in any direction would send her diding downward. Dar hesitated, knowing she mugt take that step
and it was likdly to determine the course of her life. She grew nervous and dl she uttered was “Why?’

“Why what?’ asked Kovok-mah.

“Why did you do it? Why did you cdl me your woman? What did it mean?’
“| protect you.”

“Why? I’'m washavoki.”

“Ther nav muth.” You are mother.

“Muth. Woman. What difference does that make? Why did you save me?’

Kovok-mah was dow to answer. When he did, he seemed to be groping for words. “Muth la is
everywhere...yet...sheisfar away. Her voiceis hard to hear. Even harder to understand. Muth lais firg
mother. She speaks through mothers. Sons have little wisdom, but we, too, try to hear Muth la's voice. |
think...1 think she says to me—protect this washavoki mother.”

Dar sad nothing. After awnhile, Kovok-mah asked, “Why do your eyes make your face wet?’
“All my life 1...I"’ve been treated...treated like...” Dar wiped away her tears. “I'm only a woman.



You tak like I'm worth saving.”
“l do not understand you.”
“Washavokis think women are worth little, that they are ruled by men.”
“Then they lack wisdom,” said Kovok-mah.
“They think you rule me now.”
“Why would they think that?’
“Because you sad | was your woman.”
“| thought it meant | protect you,” said Kovok-mah.

“It means more than that,” said Dar.

Kovok-mah was puzzled to note that Dar's face had assumed a reddish hue. “What else does it
mean?’

“Washavokis think that...that you and 1...” She switched to Orcish to distance hersdf from the idea
the words expressed. “Thatep Mer da-thrimak.” You and | tupped.

Kovok-mah's eyes grew wide. “Da-thrimak! They bdieve this?’
“They do, and they are angry with me”
“You mug tdl themitisnot s0.”

“They will not believe me. Bah Smi has told them lies” said Dar, usng the orcs name for Murdant
Kal.

“Why?

“He wants to hurt me,” said Dar. “Y ou can hurt someone without touching them. I'm outcast now.”
“What is outcast?’

“l have no place among my kind.”

Kovok-mah didn’t reply, and after awhile, his slence disquieted Dar. She suspected that he was like

someone who rescues a stray dog on impulse, then finds it a nuisance. How worthy does he think | am?
Dar wondered. I'm ill a washavoki.

At last, Kovok-mah made a sound that Dar thought was a 9gh. “Where will you degp?’
“I'll find someplace,” sad Dar.

“You could deep inmy shdlter,” said Kovok-mah.

“But my scent...”

“I will grow used to it.”



Twenty-three

For the rest of the day’s march, Dar left her spot behind the orcs only when thirst drove her to the
water barrel. Each time, she fdt apart from those who drank there. Through practice, they perfected ther
techniques of excluson. Dar gave up trying to use the ladle. Conversation was impossible. The ar of
scorn was palpable. Though no one threstened Dar, she fdt menaced.

Evey time Dar retreated, she found Kovok-mah waiting for her. She was unsure why, for he had
grown taciturn and his thoughts seemed dsewhere. At firg, Kovok-mah's quiet mood mirrored her own.
The day’s events had thrown her off balance, and she wanted to mull them over. Yet, by afternoon,
Kovok-mah's slence began to make Dar uncomfortable. | know nothing about him, and he might be
my sole companion.

“Where's your home?’ asked Dar after she returned from another chilly vigt to the water barrel.
Kovok-mah fixed his gaze on the mountains. “My mother’ s hdl lies there.”

“In the Urkheit Mountains?’

“That istharr washavoki name. We cdl them Blath Urkmuthi.”

Dar trandated. “Cloak of mothers?’

“Hai. They sheltered mothers when we fled washavokis.”

Dar had a hard time imagining orcs fleaing anyone. “Why would urkzimmuthi fleg?’

“Have you not seen ants overpower larger creatures?” asked Kovok-mah. “There is drength in
numbers”

“Do you mean washavokis took your land?’

“Ha. Long ago.”

“I'm sorry,” said Dar.

“Why?You did not take it.”

“I'm sorry my kind did. Mer nav nervler.” | am sad.
“Ha, Masnd.” Yes, | also.

“Does your father'shdl dso liein Blath Urkmuthi?” asked Dar, wishing to turn the conversation from
humen wrongs.

“Fathers have no hdls” said Kovok-mah. “They move to hdl of muthvashi.”
“Muthvashi? What' s that?”’
“When muth and min live together and have children, what isthat cdled?’

“Married?’



“I think $0,” said Kovok-mah. “Muth chooses her married.”
“| think you meen her *husband.””
Kovok-mah looked confused. “These are words | have not learned.”

“When man and woman—min tep muth—get married,” said Dar, “muth is cdled ‘wife and min is
cdled *husband.”” Dar suddenly looked puzzled. “Do you mean muth chooses thar husband?’

“Hai, but she must ask his muthuri first.”

After along and sometimes confusing conversation, Dar pieced together a picture of orc family life. In
Kovok-mah's society, not only did the femdes choose ther spouses, they had the higher ganding. Al the
femdesin a hdl were related—the daughters, granddaughters, and grest-granddaughters of the clan’'s
ruling mothers. A husband lived in his wife's hdl and dl his children belonged to her dan. His daughters
would spend ther entire livesin the same hdl, their satus increasing as they aged.

Femaes not only owned and ruled the dan hdls, the surrounding land and the food it produced was
theirs. They guided the maes, who served as providers, protectors, and artisans. Dar tried to envison a
life where men considered her wise and deferred to her authority, but it seemed too far-fetched. Yet
Kovok-mah spoke as though this was the naturd order of things, ordained at the world' s creation.

Though such a life was beyond her imagining, it gave Dar an indght into why Kovok-mah had saved
her. Perhaps he felt obligated. Dar suspected not many orcs would have done the same, for she saw
few dgns they bdieved human women deserved the same respect as ther own femdes. | doubt
Kovok-mah fully believes it himself. Dar recdled the daying of the peasant women in the courtyard.
Those killings didn’t seem to bother him. Why does he see me differently?

After she and Kovok-mah ceased tdking, Dar continued to ponder that question. She reasoned that it
mud have had something to do with ther firs meeting, for he spoke to her the next time they met. He
never spoke to women before, thought Dar. Memni said so. Dar tried to remember ther firg
encounter. | cried. He made me bathe. | got mad at him. She recdled that when she had glared a
Kovok-mah, he had amiled and said Wease was a good name for her. | didn’t understand what he
said at the time. He must have been speaking to himself.

It occurred to Dar that by showing irritation, she hadn't behaved like a human. The women here are
fearful , thought Dar. A muth would be the opposite. Fearlessness must be the key. However, Dar fdt
far from fearless. Orcs 4ill frightened her. More than once, they had dmog killed her. Even Kovok-mah
made her nervous a times. Nevertheless, she reasoned that security lay in boldness and the more intrepid
ghe acted, the safer she would be.

The shiddron camped early. Though Dar continued to receive the Slent treatment, she had no illusons
that it excused her from work. She was convinced that Murdant Kol would be watching her closdly,
hoping to find a reason to discipline her. Thus, the firg thing she did when the march hated was go to
tend Thunder. Both the horse and its master were nowhere to be found.

Dar went to the cooking area. “Get wood” was dl Taren said.

When Dar searched for firewood, she discovered the land had been stripped as if plundered by the
enamy. To a peasant, every soldier is an enemy. Mindful of that, she took Muut’s dagger from under
her shift and attached it to the cord about her waist. Thus armed, she collected what wood she could



find. It took awhile before Dar gathered an armload and returned to camp. When she dumped it down,
Taren uttered, “More.”

The sun was low when Dar returned with a second load and noted that Thunder was with the other
horses. When she approached the fire, Dar spotted Teeg standing there. Trouble, she thought. Soldiers
clustered nearby. Someone was crying. Dar didn't recognize her voice. When Dar drew closer, she
spied a branding iron heeting in the fire. Her heart sank. Dar glanced at the soldiers and saw they held a
wesping, dark-haired girl. Thin and tiny, she was il a child.

Teeg seemed pleased by Dar’s dismay. As he lifted the glowing brand from the fire, Dar redized he
had been waiting for her arriva. She threw down the wood and fled to take care of Thunder. Before Dar
reached the horse, she heard the girl scream.

Dar wasn't surprised to find Murdant Kol waiting. “Why did you take that child?’
Kol regarded her codlly. “ She's here because of you. It’'s your fault.”

“l don’t know what you mean.”

“Y ou're so worthless, we had to find another woman.”

“Woman? She's no woman.”

“WE Il use her like one” said Kol. “Y ou brought this on her.”

“You can't be serioud”

“I'm aways serious,” said Kal. “Shéll curse you for the rest of her life”

“Why? Why are you doing this?’

“You seem upset,” said Kol with mock solicitude. Then his expresson hardened. “Didn’'t you know
there' d be consequences?’

Dar bit her lip, recdling her firg violation. “Look, I'll...I"ll give you what you want. Just leave the girl
done”

“And what do you think | want?" asked Koal. “Just what are you offering?’
Dar averted her eyes. “I'll tup with you.”

“You're soiled goods. I'm not interested.”

“You'd rather abuse that girl? Why? To punish me?’

“You seem to think | care about your fedings” said Kol. “You'll learn how wrong you are when you
see that girl tomorrow.”

“Thisis crazy! Why should she suffer?’
Kol didn't bother to answer. He smply turned and walked away.

Dar reached for her dagger, but hated. Even if | could kill him, it wouldn’'t help that girl. She
began grooming Thunder, thinking it was ironic that Kol trusted her with his horse when a quick cut with
her dagger would cripple the steed. Y et Kol apparently understood that Dar couldn’t take revenge upon



an innocent animd, just as Dar knew that Kol would show no such scruples. The girl was doomed, and
Dar fdt responsble. As she worked, Dar wondered if there was some way to prevent what seemed
inevitable

After Thunder was groomed and fed, Dar headed for the cooking area with a heavy heart. The girl
was gtting on the ground. She clasped her bony knees close to her chest as she whimpered oftly.
Ragged and barefoot, she reminded Dar of hersdf as a child. The king's mark was an ugly burn on her
forehead and Dar didn’t know if the girl cried from pain, terror, or both.

Ignoring the other women, Dar squatted beside the child and gently touched her shoulder. “Hdlo,” she
sad. “My name' s Dar. What's yours?’

“Twed’ was the whispered reply.

“l know thisisthe worst day of your life”

Twea nodded.

“l can hdp you, but you must do exactly as| say.”

“Leavethegrl done” sad Taren.

Da rose. “No.”

Taren strode over. “I’'min charge herel”

“l know what the men have planned,” said Dar. “1 won't let it happen.”

“Y ou've caused enough trouble today,” said Taren.

Dar placed a hand on her dagger’s hilt. “Don’t try to stop me. Twea mug serve the orcs tonight.”
“Why?" sad Taren. “ She' s suffered enough aready.”

Da whispered to Taren. “I’'m certain she's avirgin, and | intend to keep her one”
Neena strode over. “Are you going to trust that perverted bitch?’

Taren glanced a Twea, who was watching them with wide-eyed terror, and lowered her voice. “What
makes you think the men will abuse her?’

“Kol bragged about it. HE Il do it just to torment me.”

“Taren,” said Neena, “don’t ligen to her lies”

Taren studied Dar’ s face, then glanced again a Twea. “How can you protect her?’
“l can't,” sad Dar, “but the orcs can.”

“Don’t you see what she' s doing?’ said Neena. “ She wants to give the girl to them.”

“Shut up, Neena,” said Taren. She turned to whisper to Dar, “That girl’s dready terrified. How can
she face orcs?”’



“Shehasto,” sad Dar. “ Otherwise shé |l face something worse. | know what I'm talking about.”

Taren eyed Dar suspicioudy as she made up her mind. “All right,” she said a lagt, “I'll agree for the
girl’'s sake. Get her ready. I'll let you know whenit'stime to serve.”

“Thanks” said Dar.

As Dar walked toward Twea, Neena grabbed her arm. “You may fool Taren, but you're not fooling
me” She recognized the dagger hanging a Dar’s waist and her eyes narrowed. “1 know where you got
that, you thieving dut!”

“From someone who no longer needed it,” said Dar, “the same way you got your shoes.”
Neena glared at Dar for a moment, then spit in her face.

Dar wiped off the spittle and went over to Twea “Come with me,” she said to the trembling girl. “You
can be safe, but only if you're brave.”

Twenty-four

When Dar washed Twea in the women's tent, the girl was ether too numb to protest or she lacked an
averdon to bahing. Twed's passvity worried Dar, but she assumed it was the result of the day’'s
traumas. To spare her from rdiving those events, Dar refrained from questioning the gifl about her
capture. Instead, she concentrated on preparing her for what lay ahead.

“Tweg,” sad Dar. “Well be serving orcs tonight. Have you heard of them?’
“Aye” sad Twea. “Auntie says they eat people.”

“Do | look esten?’

Twea shook her head.

“Orcs are not asthey seem,” said Dar. “When | was little, we had a dog that was part wolf. He scared
people, but that dog dept with me every night. When he was with me, | was safe. Orcs are like that dog.

They look scary, but they’ll keep you safe.”
Twea seemed dubious. “Orcs kill people.”

“So do soldiers,” sad Dar. “Soldiers took you away and branded you, not orcs. Orcs protect me.
They'll do the same for you. Do you believe me?’

Twed s expresson remained doubtful, but she nodded.

“I’'m going to tdll them your nameis Tahwee. That's their word for bird. They cdl me Dargu. It means
‘weasd."”

A hint of agmile came to Twed s lips. “Weasd?”’
“Weasds are clever. They can be fierce, too.”



“Isthat why thet lady doesn’t like you?’
“Yes. Shethinks|’m too clever.”

Dar gave Twea a serving robe to wear. It nearly reached the girl’s ankles. Then Dar washed and
dressed. Afterward, she taught Twea the Orcish serving phrase. The gil was il repesating it when Taren
poked her head into the tent. “The porridge is ready.”

Dar and Twea carried the kettle to the orcs encampment. Once they passed the cirde of upright
gicks, Dar hdted. “The orcs cdl this circle ‘Muth |a's Embrace and you're safe within it,” she sad.
“The Mother of All watches over this ground. Soldiers won't come here.”

They st the kettle before the seated orcs. After Dar said “Saf nak ur Muthz |8’ —Food is Muth la's
gift—and the orcs responded, Dar addressed them in ther tongue. “This little mother named Tahwee.
Crud washavokis hurt her. | say urkzimmuthi honor Muth la. | say urkzmmuthi honor mothers. Tahwee
fear not urkzimmuthi.”

Dar touched Twed's shoulder, dgnding her to say “Tava” Some of the orcs responded to her
gredting, and Dar noted which ones. After the two finished sarving, Dar led Twea to Kovok-mah's
shdlter. “St here” she said, “and have some porridge.”

“Aren't we going to eat with people?’ asked Twea.

“You're not. You're going to Say here”

“Why?" asked Twea. Despite everything Dar had said, she looked frightened.
“Thisis where my friend deegps. Thisiswhere we |l deep, too.”

“l don’'t want to deep here,” said Twea, beginning to rise.

Dar grabbed Twea's am. “Then you'll end up with the soldiers. They'll do bad things and won't let
youdeep a dl.”

Twea sat down again, though she looked miserable.

The girl had finished egting by the time Kovok-mah arrived. “Weasd has caught bird,” he said. His
expression contradicted his playful words, and Dar knew he was unhappy.

She replied as best she could in Orcish. “You save little mother. Washavokis have big hurt for her.
She deep here. You say sheis your woe man.”

“Two washavokisin my shdter?’ said Kovok-mah.
“No, two mothers”

Kovok-mah regarded Dar and hislips curled back in what she thought was a rueful smile. He squatted
down before Twea. “Tava, Tahwee,” he said. “1 am Kovok-mah.”

Twea gazed in awe at the huge face before her. “Tava, Kovok-mah.”

“l have magic for your pain,” he said, pointing to Twed s brand. He parted the wals of his shelter and
took adried legf from a pouch. By its large Sze and fuzzy texture Dar recognized it as nayimgat. “Chew
this, but do not et it,” said Kovok-mah. “It will make you deep.” He broke off a piece of the leaf and
gaveit to Twea. She put the lesf in her mouth and made a face.



“I know it’'s bitter,” said Dar. “I’ve had some mysdf.”

Twea chewed dutifully and soon had trouble gtting upright. When she dumped backward,
Kovok-mah caught her. He cradled Twea in his ams and examined the crown-shaped burn on her
forehead. His expresson darkened. “1 samdl much fear, much pain.”

“Men are crud,” sad Dar.

“Ha.” Kovok-mah carried Twea into his shdlter. “I will use magic on her burn,” he said, reaching into
abag.

“I mugt wash the kettle,” Dar said. “I'll be back.” She hurried off, lugging the kettle and its carrying
pole.

Murdant Kol was ganding just beyond the upright sticks. There was no way to avoid him, and Dar
didn't try. “Where sthe gifl?” Kol asked, when Dar was clear of the circle. His voice was hard.

“She' swith the orcs”

“Get her”

“Twed s under their protection. If you want her, fetch her yoursdf.”
Kol drew hissword. “You'll do as| say.”

Dar stood her ground. “Do you want to trade your life for mine? Il make that bargain. When we meet
upon the Dark Path, you must tdl me how it feds to be torn apart.”

Kol’'s sword wavered before he sheathed it. “This hasn’'t ended.” Then he turned and strode away .

Dar didn't tremble until Kol was out of sght. She dragged the kettle to the cooking area and was
scraping her dinner from its Sdes when Taren approached. “Where' s the gil?”

“Twed s sife”

“So, she' s with the orcs?’

“Yes, they'll protect her. They’d probably protect usdl.”
Taren shook her head. “I'd rather stay here.”

“It'syour choice.”

An uncomfortable slence followed. Dar ate the orcs' |eftover porridge while Taren watched. “I keep
misunderstandin’ you,” Taren said & last. “I should have known you'd...you'd never...”

“Tup an orc?’ Dar laughed bitterly. “How could you bdlieve that?’
“Thismornin’ it seemed...Wdl, anyway, I've changed my mind.”
Dar sghed. “You're probably the only one who will.”

“Neena s mad ’cause Muut died wantin' you. She's happy to beieve Murdant Kol. And Kari’s her
friend.”



Dar dhrugged and licked her fingers. As she began to dlean the kettle, Taren retreated to the women's
tent. Dar finished deaning up and waked over to a wagon to get some washuthahi seeds before she
returned to Kovok-mah's shelter. There were some soldiers playing knockem nearby, and Dar sensed
their eyes upon her. The men's boisterous tak died away until the only sound was the bones beng
shaken and tossed. Dar took the seeds and hurried off.

The opening to Kovok-mah's shelter was closed and Dar had to part the reeds hersdf. She found the
orc gtting cross-legged. A cloak covered hislap. Twealay upon it, her brand wet and amdling of herbs.
Kovok-mah raised a clawed finger. “Tahwee Ki zusak,” he whispered. Little Bird deeps.

Kovok-mah woke Dar before sunrise. Orcs dept Stting upright and made no provison to soften the
floors of ther shelters. Dar was diff from degping in a cramped position on the hard ground. “You go,”
sad Kovok-mah. “I will bring Little Bird.”

Dar went down to the cooking ste and lit a smdl fire to take away the morning's chill. She sole a
quick breskfast before Taren and Kari emerged from the tent. The two women waited in slence to serve
the men. As the soldiers began to arrive, Kovok-mah marched toward them dressed in full battle gear.
Twea waked beside him, her amdl hand in his massive one.

Kovok-mah hdted and drew his broadsword. The soldiers froze. “Know that | protect this little woe
man,” he said. “Hurt her and die”

When Kovok-mah released Twed s hand, she remained put. Taren took the ladle from the porridge
kettle and hdd it out. “Come, honey,” she said to Twea. “Serve the men.”

Twea seemed more frightened of the soldiers than of the armored orc beside her, and she |€ft his Sde
rluctantly. “Who wants some breakfast?’ she said in atiny voice.

A soldier, who kept awary eye on Kovok-mah, advanced and extended his wooden bowl. “I'll take
some”

Twea served dl the soldiers under the watchful gaze of Kovok-mah. He stood motionless and slent
throughout the medl. In his ominous presence, the men ate quickly and left rapidly. Dar had just begun to
hep clean up when Murdant Kol approached. “Report to the tolum,” he said to her. She scrutinized
Kol’s face for some hint of what the tolum wanted. A look of satisfaction made her wary, and Dar’'s
concern grew when Kol followed her into the tolum quarters.

Karg was seated behind a rude table that held the remains of his morning med. He regarded Dar
tedtily. “I hear you're making trouble.”

“Sr?" sad Dar as meekly as possible.

“A man was killed on your account,” said the tolum.
“Anorc did that, gr. It wasn't my fault.”
“Thet'salig” sad Kol.

“Sir, I'm only awoman. Orcs do as they please”

“Ladt night she incited disobedience,” said Murdant Kol.



“Disobedience by whom?” asked the tolum.

“Thenew girl,” said Kol. “I don't know her name”

“It's Twea, gr,” said Dar.

Thetolum eyed her gernly. “Is the murdant’ s charge true?’

“Sr, when | was Murdant Kol’s woman, he used to brag that he was the red commander here” Dar
saw Tolum Karg's face redden, but she had no due where his anger was directed. “He said that if Twea
didn’t tup him, he'd make you punish me.”

“Make me punish you?’
“Don't ligen to the bitch,” said Kal.
“I'll ligen to whomever | please, Murdant,” said Tolum Karg. He returned his gaze to Dar. “Go on.”

“Sr, | know you didike whores. Orcs fed the same way. They get annoyed when tupping makes
women neglectful.”

“Murdant, what disobedience did thisgirl incite? What duty did Tweafal to perform?’

Kol shot Dar a venomous look. “Sir, an | to have my orders questioned by the likes of her?’
“Shel's not the one who' s doing the questioning,” said the tolum. “What was your order?’

“I told her to fetch Twea, Sr.”

“Where was she?’

“With a piss eye, Sr.”

“And Twed s the same girl who served the men this morning?”

“Yes gr.”

The tolum appeared to enjoy Murdant Kol’s newfound deference. He thought a moment, then said, “If
apiss eye wanted Tweg, that’ s its business. Did you redly expect thisgirl to interfere?’

“Thet was my misteke, Sr.”

“Yes, it was. Now, have the men prepare to march. | want to be a base camp by the morrow.”
“Yes ar.”

Kol turned to Dar, his face a mask of sdf-control. “ Saddle my horse.”

Twenty-five

Da saddled Thunder, then hdd the reins for Murdant Kol. When he arrived with the tolum, Dar



sensed tenson between the men. She tried to be inconspicuous, aware the tolum was concerned with his
authority and not her welfare. When she handed Kol the reins, she acted so subsarvient he faled to
perceive her ar of triumph.

When the shidldron moved out, Dar headed toward her place behind the orcs. She was pleased when
Twea ran to her side. The girl had changed back into her tattered shift, which looked like it had been
made from an adult’s cast-off garment. The neck hole was far too wide and kept dipping over her
shoulder. Besides being ill fitting, the shift was filthy, and Dar resolved to wash it &t the first opportunity.

Before Twea said a word, Dar could tdl her spirits had improved. She was animated and no longer
seemed in pain. The swdling about her brand had lessened and logt its angry hue. More sgnificantly, fear
hed disappeared from Twea s face. “Let’ sfind Kovy!” she said.

The name made Dar smile. “Kovy? I'm not sure Kovok-mah would like being called that.”
“Then you don’'t know him,” said Twea.
“Perhgps not,” said Dar. “If we walk behind the orcs, hell probably join us”

When Dar and Twea reached the end of the column, Kovok-mah was there, waiting for them. Twea
darted to hisside. “Kovy!”

Kovok-mah curled back hislips “Little Bird. We walk together.”

Twea seemed to understand that Kovok-mah was amiling, for she grinned back at him. Dar amiled a
the mismatched pair and marveled a Twea s trandformation. She trusts him completely. Dar had never
imagined that Twea would reach that point so quickly. Is it something he did or said, or is it instinct
on her part? Dar dill had apprehensions about orcs, but as she watched Twea, her remaning doubts
about Kovok-mah vanished.

Twea had dso become takative, and as she walked, she seemed intent on tdling her whole life story.
“l don't have amoather,” she said. “Or a father. Just Auntie, and she's not a red aunt. Soldiers gave me
to her. | don’'t remember, ' cause | was a baby.”

Da immediady thought of Frey.

“Auntie hid her red daughters. When the man on the horse came, she...she...” Twea grew upset.
“She said | belonged to the soldiers and they were taking me back. Is that true?’

“You belong to the king,” said Dar. “Judt like | do.”

“Urkwashavoki nuk tash,” muttered Kovok-mah. Washavokis are cruel.
“What did you just say?’ asked Twea.

“He said men are mean,” sad Dar, “and he'sright.”

“They will not be mean to Little Bird,” said Kovok-mah.

“Auntie was mean. She beat medl the time. She caled me worthless.”
“She was wrong,” said Kovok-mah. “You are mother.”

“I'm not!”



“Orcs cdl dl women mother,” sad Dar. “Even girls”

“That'sdlly.”

Dar found hersdf repeating Kovok-mah's explanation. “If abowl is empty, it's dill abowl.”
Twea thought about this for a moment. “ So you' re a mother, too?’

“Hd,” sad Dar. “That's how the orcs say yes”

“Dargu lo-nat muthuri da Tahwee Ki,” said Kovok-mah.

Dar trandated. “He sad I’ll be your mother.”

“l don’t want amother,” said Twea. “Mine threw me away. Just like garbage.”

“Who told you that?’

“Auntie”

“She lied,” said Dar, recdling Lord. “When the king's women have babies, the soldiers take them
away. Your mother loved you.”

Twea gazed up a Dar. “How do you know?’

“I've seen amother’ s love. My friend, Lord, died so her baby girl might live”
“Isthat true? asked Twea, sounding more hopeful than skeptical.

“Yes” sad Dar. “1 swear by Karm's holy name.”

Twea took Dar’s hand and smiled.

“Since your mother isn't here” said Dar, “I'll take care of you for her.”

“Will Kovy take care of me, too?’

“Ha,” sad Kovok-mah.

When Twea tired, Kovok-mah hefted her onto his shoulders. She straddled his neck, and he gripped
her thin legs with his massve hands. Twed's perch was comfortable because Kovok-mah's cape
cushioned the plates of his armored tunic. While Twea enjoyed her new vantage point, Dar took the
opportunity to practice her Orcish. “Where did you know speech of washavokis?’ she asked.

Kovok-mah corrected her. “Where did you learn speech of washavokis.”

“Learn,” sad Dar. “Where did you learn it?’

“From my father.”

“Where did he learn it?’

“His mother visted old washavoki king often. She learned his speech and taught dl her children.”
Dar was intrigued. “Why would she vist king?’



“She was queen. It wasfitting.”

Dar gazed a Kovok-mah with surprise. HE's a prince! Not knowing the proper Orcish words, Dar
switched to the human tongue. “1 did not know you had royd blood.”

Kovok-mah look puzzled. “What kind of blood isthis?’
Dar replied in Orcish. “Y our father’s mother was queen. That makes you like her—leader.”
“It does not. | herd goats. My father makes hard milk.”

Kovok-mah's answer surprised Dar. His father’s only a cheesemaker? | guess orcs don’t believe
in royal blood. Further tak confirmed Dar's assumption. Among the orcs, heredity didn’t determine
who ruled, and Kovok-mah's standing was not enhanced by his kinship to a queen. Dar learned that the
cape he wore was less a 9gn of rank than recognition of his wisdom. It marked him as one to follow in
the press of battle. The cape had been bestowed on him by the consensus of his comrades, who could
removeit by the same process.

Dar continued practicing Orcish until Twea grew bored with riding and asked to be set down. Soon,
the gifl had Dar hdping her gather flowers. Twea used them to decorate Kovok-mah's armor, employing
its metd plates to grip the flowers slems. Gradudly, his rusty tunic took on the appearance of a spring
meadow.

For the remainder of the day, Dar was often happy. Secure beside Kovok-mah, she opened her heart
to Twea. Dar envisoned the girl’s mother—branded and desolate—and felt she was passng on that
woman's love. There was joy in being needed, and it filled an emptiness that had haunted Dar far too
long. Yet, whenever she remembered the precariousness of therr Stuation, happiness gave way to
concern. They were marching to war, where lives and fates could be dtered in an ingtant. Orcs weren't
invulnerable asngle arrow or sword stroke could remove Twed's and her protection. If that happened,
Dar was certain Murdant Kol’s vengeance would come swiftly—firg on Twea, then on herself.

Da might have succumbed to despair if she weren't a highlander. Her hardscrabble life had taught her
to ding to whatever happiness the present offered. She kept awary eye toward the future, but she didn’t
let forebodings crush her spirit. She worried, but she dso amiled. At times, when Twea was playful, Dar
seemed as carefree as someone on an outing.

The road descended into the Turgen's broad floodplain. Though the river was dill beyond sght, the
black, fertile earth flanking the road was evidence of its nearness. The richness of the land contrasted
with the state of its farms. Passing troops had I€ft little in ther wake. The homes dong the way were
empty and ruined, stripped bare by waves of soldiers. With no larders to commandeer, Murdant Teeg
cut the grain raions that evening. For days, only porridge had been served. Henceforth, meds would be
meager as well as monotonous.

After Teeg announced the news, Taren muttered to Neena, “The men will take it out on us”
“Then make the scabhead serve,” said Neena. “Whereis she, anyway?’
“Out with Dar, getting wood,” replied Taren.

Neena's face darkened upon hearing Dar's name. “I heard you talking with thet bitch last night. |
thought we agreed to shun her.”



“Maybe we were wrong about her,” said Taren.

“We weren't. | know her kind. She dropped a murdant for an orc. She'd drop that orc for something
better.”

“I don't bdieve that,” said Taren.

“Think twice about whose dde you take” sad Neena “You're with us or agang us. And
remember—no orc’s protecting you.”

Taren didn't reply. Nevertheless, Neena was certain her threat had Ieft its mark.

Twea and Dar served the orcs late because Twea had to serve the men fird. As on the previous
evening, Twea ate within Muth lals Embrace. Dar left her with Kovok-mah while she finished her chores.
When she returned to Kovok-mah's shdter, Twea was curled up on his wide lgp, sound adeep.
Kovok-mah spoke softly in Orcish. “Dargu, we must speak about tomorrow. Time for killing draws
cose”

“Ha,” sad Dar, feding achill in the pit of her ssomach.

“Soon, many urkzimmuthi will gather. They will look at you and Little Bird and see washavokis, not
mothers. There will be danger.”

“Danger is everywhere,” whispered Dar.
“You speak wisdom.”

As Dar and Kovok-mah conferred in hushed voices, hdting whenever Twea gtirred, Dar redized that
she would be garting over with new bands of orcs and no assurance of acceptance. She recaled how
Znarya had amog killed her and how the sentry had nearly dit her throat. Twea's and my fate are in
the orcs hands. It's too late to change that. All Dar could do was wait and discover what that fate
would be.

Twenty-six

The shiddron reached the Turgen River early the following day. Already broad, it was a formidable
barrier. Its current, gray with sediment from the nearby mountains, was swift and so cold that it chilled the
surrounding air. The river awed Dar. She was fascinated that frigid water could seem to boail as it rushed
downstream.

The road followed the riverbank, and by afternoon a great stone bridge came into view, its arches
linking rocky idands to span the river. The stonework had weathered until it was hard to tdl where the
idands ended and the masonry began. It was the most impressive structure Dar had ever seen. She
stopped to gape a it, and Kovok-mah stopped aso. “That is His Muthi,” he said.

Dar trandated. “Legp of Mother?’



“Hai. Great work of urkzimmuthi and cause of much sorrow.”
“You built that bridge?’ said Dar, trying to hide her surprise.
“Hai. Long ago. And long ago washavokis crossed it to take our homes”

As Kovok-mah spoke, a troop of horsemen rode across the span to the camp on the far shore. Not
much later, Dar crossed the bridge hersdlf. Up close, the structure reveded its antiquity. Centuries of rain
and snow had rounded its angles and its paving stones were worn and rutted. In places, full-grown trees
grew between them.

The base camp beyond the bridge was only partly filled, but it was dready a busy, confusng place.
Though Tolum Karg's shiddron was the firg of the regiment’s 9x to arive, other orc regiments were
dready there. In addition to the orcs, there were units of human soldiers, both foot and cavary, within the
camp. With a angle turn of her head, Dar viewed more people than she had encountered dl her life A
din of voices, both human and inhuman, assaulted her ears. Mingled with them were the sounds of
animds and the noise of an army preparing for war.

The shiddron waited at the edge of the camp while Tdum Karg reported to the camp commander.
When the tolum returned, he led the shiddron to a patch of open ground. It lay next to a broad area
encircled by upright branches that enclosed hundreds of conicd shdters with ample space for many
more. The orcs entered the circle while the soldiers and women remained outsde and began to unload
the wagons.

Dar had given up asking questions and relied on eavesdropping to find out what was going on. She
learned from the soldiers' taking that the army would encamp until dl its units had assembled. Some men
thought that would take a few days, while others predicted weeks. The only consensus was that the
invasion wouldn’'t commence until the king arrived.

Da heard alot of grumbling, for no one looked forward to camp life. “No hepin’ oursaves to peasant
larders,” said Murdant Teeg. “Y€ll belivin' off His Mgesty’s generosity.”

“With ol" Squeeze Purse feedin’ us” said a soldier, “it'll be naught but porridge.”
“You just wait,” said another. “When camp’sfull 0 bellies, abowl o' mush will seem afeast.”

“If yer lucky enough to get some” said Teeg. “Staying put makes for lean times. Wood's aready
scarce. All we got enough of iswater.” He glared a Dar. “Move yer arse, bitch. There s work aplenty.”

Dar hurried off to help the women prepare for an indefinite stay. The soldiers, as usud, did as little as
possible. Once they erected thar tents, they left the women to set up camp. The women finished
unloading the wagons, established the cooking area, and erected therr own shelter before turning to other
tasks. Neena and Kari went out to gather wood. Taren and Twea fetched water, then started dinner. Dar
hed been ordered to dig the latrines, which she finished just in time to serve the orcs.

Dar and Twea washed, donned serving robes, hefted the pole bearing the porridge kettle, and entered
the circle that marked Muth la's Embrace. Dar was forced to wander about looking for Kovok-mah and
his companions. Finding them among hundreds of strange orcs and ther shelters took a while. By then,
Twea was sruggling to hold up her end of the pole.

Kovok-mah seemed tense when Dar served him, and he whispered that they must speak. After Dar
and Twea doled out the porridge, they went over to Kovok-mah's shelter and waited for him. He arrived
as the sun began to <.



Kovok-mah spoke in Orcish so Twea couldn’'t understand him. “You must not stay here tonight,” he
sad. “Itisnot safe. Last night, guards kill washavoki.”

“Jug because some foolish soldier...”
“Not soldier,” sad Kovok-mah. “Woe man.”
“Urkzimmuthi kill mother? said Dar. “Why?’

“l am not sure” said Kovok-mah. “All | know is she entered circle and guards killed her. They may
do same to you and Little Bird. Both of you should leave now.”

“Thwa” said Dar. “If we are not safe within Muth la's Embrace, we are not safe anywhere. We will
wait for guards to come.”

Kovok-mah didn’t argue, though his expresson betrayed his unhgppiness. Dar was a mother, and he
deferred to her judgment. Kovok-mah followed Dar’'s example and sat near his shelter where he could
be seen easly. Twea, unaware of what was happening, shuggled close to him.

The women who served the other orcs departed. The sun sank below the horizon. It grew dark and a
chill breeze came from the river. Without being too obvious, Dar watched the amdl bands of armed orcs
that patrolled the circl€ s boundary. Eventudly, one band headed in her direction. She remained perfectly
gill.

There were three orcs in the band, dl with weapons ready. Two had broadswords. The third and
largest one carried an ax. Its razor-sharp head was wider than Dar’ s neck.

“No washavokis herel” bellowed the ax bearer.
Kovok-mah started to rise, his hand reaching for his sword hilt.
“Zeta!” sad Dar. St!

Kovok-mah obeyed, surprisng the other orcs and causng them to turn ther atention to Dar. She
continued speeking in Orcish. “Two mothers st here. Thisis good place for us”

“No washavokis,” repeated the orc, dthough with less sdf-confidence.

“We serve food, and Muth lais honored,” replied Dar inthe orcs' language. “If you do not believe we
are mothers, kill us. Kill dl washavoki mothers. Then leave Muth la's Embrace to eat with soldiers, for
you will be like them.”

The orc raised his ax, but Dar didn't flinch. “Kill little mother firgt,” she said. “ She does not understand
your speech. She trusts urkzimmuthi. Surprise her with quick blow.”

The orc hesitated before lowering his ax. He gazed a Kovok-mah. “What am | hearing?’ he asked.
“Wisdom,” replied Kovok-mah.

“Why are these two here?’ asked another guard.

“They share my shdter,” said Kovok-mah.

“You deep with washavokis?” asked the ax wielder. “That is very strange.”



“We are not like washavokis,” said Dar.
Twea grabbed Kovok-mah’s hand. “What's hgppening?’ she asked.

Kovok-mah didn't answer. Instead, he addressed the guards in Orcish so Twea couldn’'t understand.
“Little mother wishes to know her fate. Should | tdl her she will die?’

“l cahnot decide this” said the orc with the ax. He turned to his companions. “Come,” he said.
When the guards left, Dar asked, “What will happen?’

“I think he will bring Wise Sons to speak with you.”

“What should | do?’ asked Dar.

“Show your wisdom.”

A short while later, the guards returned leading a group of five orcs who wore short capes. Unlike
men, the urkzimmuthi didn’t ornament their weapons or armor as a 9gn of authority. Nevertheess, Dar
sensed that these orcs were particularly distinguished, and the capes marked them as wise. The foremost
had a mane that was shot with gray. He stepped forward and spoke. “I hear there is washavoki that
speaks like mother.”

“l am mother,” said Dar, remaning seated, “so | speak like one.”

“What is your name?’

“This camp isyour home,” replied Dar. “It is more proper for you to speak your name firg.”
The grizzle-headed orc looked surprised. “How can washavoki know this?’
“Think,” said Dar, “and you will know answer.”

The orc curled back hislips. “I am Nagtha-yat.”

“l am Dargu.”

“It is good name for you.”

Dar curled her lips, displaying her blackened teeth. “So | have been told.”
“Why do you wish to stay within Muth la's Embrace?’ asked Nagtha-yat.
“Here, | fed close to Muth 1a” said Dar.

“Do you not miss your own kind?’

“Thwa” sad Dar. “They have little sense”

Nagtha-yat grinned. “That is good answer.” He turned his gaze on Kovok-mah, who responded with
a seated bow. “Do you not mind their gink?’

“They are dean,” Kovok-mah replied, “and amdl not of fear.”
Nagtha-yat bent over Dar and sniffed. “Y et why would you wish these two in your shelter?’



“To honor Muth Ia” said Kovok-mah.
“Itis hard for sons to know Muth la'swill,” said Nagtha-yat.
“Thet iswhy they should ligen to mothers,” said Dar.

Nagthayat turned and spoke to the others who had accompanied him. “There is wisdom in whet this
mother says.”

When Nagtha-yat said “mother,” Dar knew no harm would come to Twea or her.

Twenty-seven

There were two communitiesin the base camp, human and orcish, and news of Dar spread quickly in
each. The orcs came to treat Dar as a curiosty—a hybrid that was part mother and part washavoki.
Some saw mostly the washavoki in her, while others accepted her as a mother. A few resented what they
fet was her presumption. Among those, there were some whose resentment became hatred, but even
they deferred to the Wise Sons who had permitted Dar and Twea to deep within Muth [as Embrace.

Among the humans, Dar was notorious. Rumors besmirched her as unnaturd—mogt likdy a pervert
and certainly atraitor to her kind. Though Dar was ostracized, she was too intereting to ignore entirely.
The sdlacious gories and the fact that an orc had killed for her made Dar seem exctic. While other
women tupped soldiers for extra rations, she was known as “the orc wench.” The speculation as to what
took place within Kovok-mah's shelter was as endless as it was fancful. Dar was aware of the talk that
swirled about her, but tried her best to ignoreit.

Da’ s reputation had some advantages. Everyone knew who she was. If the soldiers spoke ill of her,
they dso kept ther hands to themsdlves. She intimidated some, and recelved grudging respect from
others. Even Murdant Kol Ieft her alone.

The other shiddronsin Dar’s regiment entered camp over the next few days. Neena mdigned Dar to
the arriving women, and Murdant Kol made sure that anyone who was avil to Dar was treated harshly.
Thus, Dar remained a pariah. Even Memni avoided her, and Dar never learned how her former friend
hed lost her front teeth.

After the regiment regrouped, routine set in. For the women, there was wood to be gathered, water to
be carried, and porridge to be cooked, but little ese to do. The men, who didn't drill like the cavary and
foot soldiers, modlly lay about. Many of the regiment’s women spent the day with them, leaving those
without lovers to do the bulk of the work.

The arrivd of the Queen’s Man in camp brought a change to Dar’s routine. When he rode in with the
last orc regiment, word went out that he would ingpect his troops. The news worked a dramatic change
on the murdants, who acquired a sudden zed for discipline. For the firg time since Dar joined the
regiment, its men tried to put on a military appearance. Weapons were sharpened, and those men who
hed armor polished the rugt from it. The women were ordered to clean up the regimentd area and take
down dl the tents and erect them in a more orderly fashion. The orcs, however, were exempted from
these preparations. In fact, they were oblivious of them.



At sunrise on the morning of the ingpection, the officers made a rare appearance. They had dl the
soldiersline up in orderly ranks. The women lined up aso. Then everyone waited for the Queen’'s Man
to appear. He did so a mid morning, riding dowly on horseback, accompanied by Murdant Kol, who
was adso mounted. It was the fird time Dar had ever seen the generd. What struck her about him was
how dmilar he was to his high murdant. The Queen’s Man was heavier than Kol and darker, but both
men had an ar of seasoned authority. Dar saw it in ther stern features and the way the soldiers
responded. The general and the murdant were accustomed to obedience and expected nothing less. Dar
was relieved when they passed by, and she was not donein that feding.

Murdant Kol's groom arrived with the Queen’'s Man, and afterward Dar was relieved of caring for
Thunder. She missed the job. Kol was right—she had a fed for horses, which blossomed while she
cared for his gdlion. Dar discovered that she understood the animds. She liked them and fdt a ease
around them. Compared with humans, they seemed innocent and guildess. In that way, they reminded
her of orcs, for while a horse might trample a person, it would go about it honestly.

Whenever possible, Dar lingered near the stables to be close to horses. She dso had another
reason—it was safer there, for cavary and infantry camped nearby. When Dar encountered these units,
she redized that the men who served with orcs were truly the army’s dregs. The foot soldiers and cavary
troops were superior in every way. They mantained their wegpons and armor. They drilled rather than
lazed about. They were fitter, more disciplined, and often less crude.

One morning, as Dar carried water through the infantry’s camp, she heard rapid hoofbeats and then a
horse' s frightened cry. She turned in its direction and spied the riderless animd rear up. The large black
horse was within a cluster of panicked foot soldiers. When Dar saw weapons being drawn, she dropped
her bucket and rushed toward the animd. She found it surrounded by frightened men who were only
meking matters worse. Clearly, those who were waving pikes and swords had no idea how to cdm a
horse.

Dar stepped into the circle. “Get back,” she ydled. “Put down your wegpons.” Then she faced the
rearing horse, looking it in the eye and holding out her hands, padms upward. With the same soft, cdm
voice she used when Thunder was edgy, she spoke to the frightened anima. Soon, her soothing words
hed ther effect. The horse stopped rearing. Without taking her eyes off it, Dar told the men to move
farther away.

Asthe men stepped back, Dar dowly advanced, speaking oftly, until she was close enough to gently
touch the animd. The horse grew camer as she stroked him. “It’ s frightening to be surrounded by fools,”
she sad, “but you're dl right.”

Da heard someone running and shouting “ Skymere!” The horse turned its head in the direction of the
voice. Dar followed the animd’s gaze and saw a man dressed in a doublet of blue and scarlet. He was
holding a bridle. “Isthis your horse?’ she asked.

“Aye” said the man. “Y ou have an uncommon way with him, it seems. | thank you for your aid.”
“I didn’t want to seehim hurt,” said Dar. She stared a the man'slong red hair with frank curiosty.
The man caught her look and smiled. “Have you na seen a Southerner before?’

Before Dar could answer, a second man, dressed like the firgt, ran up. “Sevren, is Skymere safe? That
Supid o&f..."

“Thislady has rescued him, Vdamar,” said Sevren. He bowed toward Dar. “Whom am | to thank?’



“I'm Dar.”

“The orc wench,” added a soldier with alaugh.

“Orc wench?’ said Sevren.

“She deeps with an orc!” shouted another soldier.

Sevren grinned. “Smdl wonder you're na afraid of horses.”

Dar grinned back, reveding her black teeth. “Or men,” she said. Without a further word, she I€ft to
retrieve her water bucket.

Sevren watched her go with an intrigued expression on his face. When Vdamar noticed it, he laughed.
“Bedt leave before you get in trouble.”

“Trouble? said Sevren.

“I’ve seen that look before. You lack sense when it comes to women.”
“I'mjust curious”

“The way you were curious about Cynda?’ asked Vdamar.
“You mugt admit, she had pluck,” said Sevren.

“Enough to get her hanged.”

“Cynda was never boring. | doubt Dar is either.”

“Thenyou are interested,” sad Vdamar.

“A mite”

“I"d think those teeth would kill any interest. They're disgusting.”
“In Luven, ladies blacken thair teeth. It's a mark of refinement.”

“Wdl, you're far from Luvan,” sad Vadamar. “There's nothing refined about a branded woman.
They're dl whores.”

“l do nathink sheis” said Sevren.

“How you can tdl? And what about the orc? She's cadled the orc wench for a reason.”
Sevren grinned. “That orc might present a problem.”

“ Might?”

“If the story were true.”

“And you am to find out,” said Vaamar.

“Aye, | do.”



Dar put little Sgnificance upon her meating with Sevren until she learned that his doublet marked him as
aKing's Guard. Ordinary soldiers didn't wear uniforms, but the king's specid troop had a didinctive
livery. The appearance of menin blue and scarlet dways preceded the king's arrival. By eavesdropping,
Dar learned that they had just entered camp. By afternoon, the royd compound had been erected on a
choice spot close to the river. To Dar, the large scarlet-and-blue tents seemed like cloth manor houses,
for she had never seen anything so beautiful or findy made. She was enchanted by them.

Since toting water from the river provided an opportunity to pass close to the roya compound, Dar
took it upon hersdf to keep the water barrels full. She was dowly waking by the colorful tents, laden
with two full buckets, when a horseman rode out. She remembered his red hair, but not his name. When
he drew near, he dowed his horse to adow wak. “Lady Dar,” he said.

Dar turned her gaze away, and picked up her pace.

Sevren followed her. “Milady, why will you na speak?’

Without looking up, Dar replied, “I know when I’'m baing mocked.”
“I did namean to. | wanted to show my regard.”

“Don’'t you know who | am?’

“Aye, they say you deep with an orc.”

“They speak true,” said Dar, wishing the man would go away.

Sevren persisted in fallowing her. “Since my arrivd, I’ ve heard many tales about you.”
“Believe what you want.”

“I'll believe anything you tdl me.”

“Then you'll believe nothing,” said Dar. She quickly turned and darted though a gap between two
wagons. There was a crowd of soldiers on the other side, and Dar made her way into the mass of men.
Sevren, blocked by the wagons, could only watch her flee.

The water Dar carried ended up, warmed and scented with herbs, in the Queen's Man's bath.
Generd Tarkum didiked bathing, but the chore was necessary when deding with orcs. He was the only
men, other than the king, who could enter the orcs circle and expect to return dive yet even he took
care to scrub away his scent. Tarkum knew more about orcs than any man in the amy. He knew they
could amdl fear. Tarkum doubted they could detect his contempt, though he took no chances. Besides,
bething was courteous, and the piss eyes liked a show of manners.

Tarkum had dressed in a clean linen tunic when Murdant Kol brought in his armor. Unlike other
generds, the Queen's Man's equipment lacked ornamentation and resembled that of an orc in its
utilitarian amplicity. The armor’s sted plates, however, had been polished and oiled until they gleamed
like dlver. Kol had two women spend an entire day doing it, and Tarkum approved of his thoroughness.
He often wished his tolums were as usful.

Kal lad the amor on the cot and stood by to hep put it on. Having served with the Queen's Man
gnce the latter was a sugolum, he was one of the few men unintimidated by his presence. There was
mutua respect between the two hardened soldiers, and they dropped the formdlities of rank when they



were aone.
“Will you be dining with the piss eyes tonight or just paying your respects?’ asked Koal.
“I'll be edting with them,” replied Tarkum. “There s no avaiding it. It’'s the Night of the Eye.”
“Then I'll have proper food and drink waiting for you,” said Kol.
“That would be good,” said Tarkum. “Especidly the drink.”
“Would this evening be a good time to bring up that matter | mentioned,” asked Kol.
“That busness of the gifl?’
“Yes” sad Murdant Kol. “The one called Dar.”

Tarkum frowned. “I’ve been thinking about her. You said she's desping with a piss eye. You think
she' s tupping him?’

“l wouldn't put it past her.”
The Queen’s Man shook his head. “It's a touchy matter.”
“l understand.”

“The problem liesin the piss eyes nations about women. They're quite bizarre” said Tarkum. “Thank
Karm, our girls haven't noticed.”

“Wel, Dar’s noticed,” said Murdant Kal. “It’'s causing trouble.”
“Jud one dead soldier.”

“I’ve sent many amean to the Dark Peth,” said Kal. “A murdant gains respect through fear. It wouldn't
do to have the men fear awoman.”

“So, what do you propose?’

“A the piss eyes to cast her out.”

“That would be difficult,” said Tarkum. “If they’ve let her stay, they probably consider her a mother.”
Kol snorted. “Dar’s no mother.”

“It swhat piss eyes cdl ther women, though it'd be the firg time they’ ve caled one of ours that.”
“So what?’

“Piss eyes cdl ther queen ‘Muth Mauk.” 1t means ‘Great Mother.” They obey me only because |
speak for her,” said Tarkum. “I can't ask them to question a mother’ s authority.”

“Authority? Karm’'s assl How can a branded bitch have authority?”

“Among piss eyes, dl mothers have authority. Your branded bitch and their queen are different, but
only by degree. It's daft, but that’s what piss eyes beieve”

“All the more reason to get rid of her,” said Kol. “Let her be, and shéll end up running the regiment.”



“You give her too much credit. She's just asmple hillbitch.”

“What if she girs up the orcs?” asked Kal. “What if more girlsjoin her? One aready has.”
“Who?’

“A scabhead cdled Twea”

The Queen’s Man frowned. “ So, one bad fish is spailing the broth. Y ou're right. This can’'t abide.”
“So, when do we squash her?’

“WeIl have to rid oursalves of more than Dar. Find a rat in the wine cask and you dump the whole
thing.”

“Do you have aplan?

“Those piss eyes that protect her will not return from battle. I'll see to that. Once they’re gone, you'll
have a free hand with the girl.”

“l look forward to that day, Sr,” said Murdant Kol.

“Aye” replied the Queen’s Man, giving his high murdant a knowing look. “1’m sure you do.”

Dar and Twea sat outsde Kovok-mah's shelter, enjoying the cadmness of the evening. “Where's
Kovy?' asked Twea. “It'sway past dinner.”

“He s praying,” sad Dar. “It's Nuf Bahi, the night when Muth la's eye isfully open.”
“Her eye?’

“Look,” sad Dar, pointing to the ful moon. * She' s watching us.”

“Isthat why Kovy's praying?’

“Ha. It'sa gpecid night. The urkzmmuthi say Muth la sends visons to mothers on Nuf Bahi.”
Twea looked about. “Where are they? | don’t see anything.”

Dar gmiled. “Few receive them.”

“Have you?’

“Never.”

“Maybe | will.” Twea stared intently.

“Don’t use your eyes done” sad Dar. “What do you fed?’

“Cold,” sad Twea. “Thet'sdl.”

Dar wrapped an am about Twea. Though the air was dill and warm, the gil was shivering.



“Do you see anything?’ asked Twea.

Dar gazed about the moonlit enclosure. The deep voices of the praying orcs enhanced her feding that
she was within sacred space—both embraced and watched by Muth la She glanced down a Twes,
who dill peered wide-eyed into the darkness. She feels it, too. The idea of visons no longer seemed
far-fetched.

Dar spied movement. At firg it seemed like fog rising from the river. Then it resolved into the figure of
Tweawaking toward her. She was naked, and an unfdt wind blew her hair. When the gil came nearer,
Dar could see through her pae flesh.

Dar was both awestruck and shaken to the core. She fdt that the solid, everyday world had cracked
to Foill a glimpse of something sgnificant and perilous to ignore. 1t's Twea’'s spirit! She's walking the
Dark Path! When Dar could no longer bear the sght, she squeezed her eyes shut. When she opened
them again, the figure was gone. Dar became aware that Twea was sheking her am. “Dar, why were
you daring like that? What' s the matter?’

“Nothing.”
“You looked s0 sad,” sad Twea. “What did you see?’

“Nothing,” said Dar, hugging Twea close. “It was nothing.”

Twenty-eight

Dar’ s vison haunted her. Sometimes she thought it was awarning so she might prevent Twed's death.
Other times she feared it foretold the ineviteble. Either way, it made Dar anxious whenever she was
separated from the girl. Murdant Kol noticed this, for he was dways looking for ways to hurt Dar. While
he dared not harm her directly, he saw Dar’ s atachment to Twea as a vulnerability he could exploit.

Each morning, women were sent out to follow a wagon and fill it with firewood. As the nearby
countrysde was stripped of fud, the women's trek had grown longer until it took most of the day.
Knowing this, Kol ordered Murdant Teeg to put Twea on firewood duty. As soon as Twea left, Dar

began to fret.

By noon, Dar was convinced she would never see the girl again, but Twea surprised her by returning
early. She wasin a buoyant mood. “Dar! Guess what!” shouted Twea as she scampered to Dar’s Sde.
“l rode ahorsgl”

Dar’srdief turned to darm. “Whose horse?”’

Twed's gmile vanished, and she became defensve. “Someone nice. He says he knows you. His
name's Sevren.”

“l don’t know any Sevren.”
“He saKing's Guard. He has red hair.”



“Him? What did he do to you?’

“He just gave me aride. Why are you mad?’

“I'm not mad at you,” said Dar. “But | don't trust soldiers”
“He snot aoldier,” said Twea. “He saguard.”

“It sthe samething,” said Dar.

“| assure you that's untrue,” said aman’'s voice.

Dar whirled and saw Sevren waking toward her. “You!” she said, eyeing hm suspicioudy. “What are
you doing here?’

“Seding that Twed' s safe,” replied Sevren.

“She’'s under an orc’'s protection. She doesn’t need yours.”

“Then that orc should be more vigilant. Twea should na wander done outsde the camp.”
“Alone” sad Dar.

“The wagon went too fast,” said Twea. “I couldn’'t keep up.”

“Twea,” sad Dar. “I need to spesak to Sevren. Go ask Taren what job needs to be done.” She waited
until Twea had |eft before she turned to Sevren. “And what were you doing out there?’

Sevren saw the distrust on Dar’ s face and chose to be candid. “I was looking for her.”
“Why?

“| thought if | got to know her, I'd get to know you.”

“You were migtaken.”

“Wdl, | have a quedtion of my own,” said Sevren. “Why was a wee lass sent to get wood? Is your
murdant daft?’

“Y ou're the one who's daft if you don’t understand.”
“Then I'm daft.”

“He put her in harm’ s way to punish me”

“Are you saying he' d permit her to be harmed?’

“Parmit her!” said Dar with a bitter laugh. “He'd do it hmsaf if he dared. Your amy holds Twea
worthless, though it'd pay five dlversfor her head.”

“Itsnamy amy.”

“You're pleased enough to beinit,” retorted Dar, “with your fancy clothes and fine horse. They didn't
have to brand you to make you stay!”

“Aye, | lack abrand,” said Sevren. “Yet I'm na so0 pleased to be here. | didike the Northern ways.”



“Then get on your horse and ride away.”
“I will, one day.”

“Tweaand | can never do that,” said Dar. She turned to walk away, and fdt alight touch on her am.
Dar whirled. “What?’

Sevren looked chastened, but gill anxious to speak. “I did nafully understand,” he said, “and that was
afault on my part. Yet now tha you' ve ingtructed me, perhaps | can be of hdp.”

“You can’'t. Now leave us be”
“It's clear you can take care of yoursdlf. Can Twea do the same? | can give her safety.”
“How?’

“Theking arrives soon. They'll need extra hands a the roya compound. Y our murdant can na touch
her there”

“Do you mean Twea could work for the king?’ asked Dar.

“It'd be kitchen duty, but safer than gathering wood.”

“I...I"d appreciate that.”

“Come with her and work together.”

Dar hestated.

“I'msureit’d please Twea”

“All right,” said Dar. “1 will.”

Sevren amiled. “Then look for me tomorrow morning.” Before Dar could say anything more, he left.

Dar watched Sevren go with mixed fedings. She fdt hopeful, yet suspicious. Murdant Kol had been
kind to her, and now he was her enemy. Should | trust this man? Experience told her that she should
not.

After Dar served the orcs and cleaned up, she reentered Muth las Embrace and waked to
Kovok-mah's shdlter. Twea was adeep in Kovok-mah's lgp. He sat so 4ill that Dar thought he was
adeep dso. She pushed the reeds closed, wrapped hersdf in her cloak, and lay down within the space in
front of his knees. She had just closed her eyes when Kovok-mah whispered, “Tava, Dargu.”

“Tava, Kovok-mah.” Dar continued speaking in Orcish. “I am glad you deep not.”
“Why?"

“I wish to speak of visons” sad Dar.

“Sons know little of visons.”

“But | heard you...” Dar tried to think of the Orcish word for “pray,” but couldn’'t. “...heard you
speak to Muth laon Nuf Bahi.”



“Sons speak to Muth la, and Muth laligens,” said Kovok-mah. “But Muth la speaks to mothers”

“| think Muth lamay have shown me something that night,” said Dar. “1 need to understand whét |

Kovok-mah said nothing. After a while, Dar wondered if he had gone to deep. “Kovok-mah?’ she
whispered.

“Ha?

“Did you hear me?’

“Speak not of what you saw,” said Kovok-mah in an unessy voice.

“Why?

“Such things are not for sons to hear. They are deegp matters, shown to few mothers.”
“Perhapsit was not vison,” said Dar, hoping it wasn't.

“Perhaps,” replied Kovok-mah. “Y ou will know soon enough.”

Da and Twea rose before dawn and left the Embrace of Muth la. A few degpy women were a the
cooking ste, warming themsdves by asmdl fire. Taren and Neffa were among them, dong with Memni,
who looked particularly miserable. Dar assumed most of the women were dill degping with soldiers. The
group about the fire fdl Slent as Dar approached. Twea recelved the same treatment, but it didn't
prevent her from taking about riding a horse.

The sun rose and men began to arrive for their hdf ration of cold porridge. The other women
appeared. Murdant Teeg arrived to assgn work details. There was no Sgn of Sevren, and Dar feared he
hed raised her hopes fasdy. Twea dready had been assgned to gather wood when a stranger in blue
and scarlet rode up. He was burly with a neatly trimmed blond beard. Hdting his horse at the cooking
gte, he asked in aloud voice, “Who's murdant here?’

“l am,” said Murdant Teeg.
“I need two women to work at the roya compound.”
“Memni!” shouted Teeg. “Tasha”

“I'll choose the women,” said the man. He peered about and pointed a Twea. “I'll have that wee one
there and...” He looked about some more. “...the one they cdl the orc wench.”

“You'll have nether,” said Murdant Kol, who had just appeared.
“And who are you?’
“High Murdant Kol.”

The man appeared unimpressed. “These women will work for the king. If you do na like it, speak to
him.” He turned toward Twea and Dar. “ Come, lassies, there' s work to be done.”

The man began to dowly ride away. Dar and Twea, after a moment of hestation, tagged behind.



Murdant Kol watched, dlent and red-faced, as they departed. The man on horseback said nothing until
they were hdfway to the roya compound. Then he burgt out laughing. “Your high murdant musgt be very
fond of you. He looked heartbroken when you left him.”

“Are we leaving for good?’ asked Twea.

“Nay, only while we bide in camp,” said the man.

“Sevren sent you, didn’t he?” said Dar.

“Aye. I'm his murdant. Murdant Cron.”

“Is he your superior?’ asked Dar.

“Nay, I'm his” said Cron. “But we Southerners stick together.”
“What will we be doing?’ asked Dar.

“Na much until the king arrives. You'll hep Davot. He' s the cook.”

When they entered the roya compound, Cron led Dar and Twea to a large tent. A wigp of smoke
rose from a vent dong its ridge, and soot darkened the red and blue fabric. When Dar entered the tent,
she expected to find a fire pit. Instead, she saw a row of large metd boxes. “What are those?’ she
asked.

“Have ye never seen a woodstove?’ asked a plump man wearing a greasy, food-stained doublet. He
turned to Cron. “What kind of help have ye brought me?’

“Two fit for scrubbing and glad to do it.”

“What're yar names?’ asked the man, whom Dar assumed was Davot. After Dar and Twea
answered, he looked at them with an amused expression. “Ye're glad to scrub?’ he asked.

“It's better work than we usudly do,” said Dar.

Davot amiled. “Then pity there's so little of it. Ther€ll be only the porridge pot to scrub until the king
arives”

“Whenwill that be?’ asked Dar.

“Whenever he pleases,” said Davot. “Ye can be certain of that.” He led Dar over to a kettle that held
warm porridge. “Empty what' s left into a bowl and clean the pot. Help yersdf to porridge while ye're at
it. Ther€' s no rationing here. When ye re done, ye can vist yer guardsman.”

Dar diffened. “ My guardsman?’
The cook grinned. “Do ye redly think | need two lasses to scrub a pot?’

“I'm gaying with Twea,” sad Dar.

Sevren entered the cook tent long after the pot had been thoroughly scrubbed. He amiled when he
saw Twea and Dar. “Twea,” he said, “would you like to ride Skymere?’

Twea, who had been tidying the stack of firewood, jumped up excitedly. “I'd love to!”



Sevren turned to Dar. “Y ou can come, t00.”

“Three can’'t ride ahorse,” said Dar.

“Tweawill ride,” said Sevren. “You and | can walk.”
“Comewith us, Dar,” said Twea. “Please”

Dar gave Sevren a dubious look. “Why are you doing this?’
Sevren grinned. “I’ve dways been partid to black teeth.”

“An orc crushed the neck of the last man who touched me”

“I know.”

“Hed doit again.”

“Then my lifeisin your hands” said Sevren.

“It'sin your hands” retorted Dar. “Watch where you put them.”
Dar’swarning had the effect of broadening Sevren’s grin. “I knew we' d get dong.”
Dar shot hm aquizzicd and dightly irritated 1ook.

The three left the tent. Skymere was outside. Sevren lifted Twea into the saddle, then handed Dar the
reins. “You can lead him. He trusts you.”

“Where are we going?’
“There's a path dong the river,” said Sevren. “It's a pleasant place. Quigt, too.”

Soon they were walking by the Turgen. Dar and Sevren were slent. Skymere' s hoofs upon the grave,
the rush of water, and Twea s gay chatter were the only sounds.

As Dar waked dong, she studied the man beside her. He seemed only afew years older than her, but
dready marked by a military life His leen frame had a hardened look—wiry, yet strong—and was
animated by an dertness that made Dar think Sevren would be deadly with a knife or sword. His face
hed a battered look. A scar notched his cheek and the bridge of his nose. Whenever Sevren amiled, it
gave his mouth afunny twidt. But it was his eyes that Dar noticed most. They were as unusud as his red
har—pae brown, and when they caught the sun, Dar saw flecks of green and gold. Sevren amiled
frequently at Twed's remarks, and those amiles lingered in his eyes. They lessened Dar’ s uneasiness.

Twea was taking about her home when Dar impulsvely asked Sevren where he was from. He looked
surprised that Dar had spoken. “Averen,” he said.

“Where sthat?’ asked Dar.

“It liesfar south of the Cloud Mountains. Past Luvein and Vinden, then to the west. Mountain country.
Asbeautiful as Karm is good. There' s no place finer.”

“Then why'd you leave?’

“In the highlands, a boy can fallow two trades—farming or fighting. Farming takes land. To fight, you
only need a sword.”



“So you were raised to be a oldier?” asked Dar.
“Nay, but landless sons mugt make their own way.”
“And thisis the way you chose.”

Sevren detected scorn in her voice. “An empty purse chose it for me. I'm a faamer—just one who
lacks afarm. But that will change. I’ ve saved whet | earned.”

“Earned by loating farmers,” said Dar.

“| protect the king,” said Sevren. “That's different from soldiering.”

“I’'ve seen what's done in hisname,” said Dar. “Looting. You protect a looter.”

Sevren' s face turned grim. “Best keep such words behind your teeth. If they reach the wrong ears...”
“Have they?’

Sevren shook his head.

“Do you think I'm wrong?’

“I'maKing's Guard. | will na answer.”

“Why not? Whisper so only | will hear.”

“The king has a mage who's killed in secret arts,” said Sevren. “He can hear and see what others
cannot. Even thoughts, they say.”

“And you're afrad of him?’
“Cautious” answered Sevren. “If you're wise, you'll be cautious, too.”

Dar grew dlent. The path turned with the river, reveding a beach of gray sand. Sevren lifted Twea
from the saddle. “We mug let Skymere rest from his heavy burden,” he said.

Twea dashed to the water’s edge as soon as her feet touched the ground. Sevren amiled. “She's a
sunny child, though she hasllittle cause. In Averen, we'd say she's ‘faerie-kissed.”

“She’sjud ignorant of her future” said Dar.

“Asare wedl,” sad Sevren. When he glanced a Dar, he was surprised to see his remark had upset
her.

Twenty-nine

While Twea played, Dar took advantage of her unexpected leisure to doze. Not only did she welcome
achance to rest, deep dlowed her to avoid Sevren. It was afternoon when he gently shook her awake.
“l promised Davot I"'d have you back intime to help with dinner,” he said.



Asthey returned to the royd compound, Dar bombarded Sevren with questions about his life. He told
her that he was the youngest in a family of nine and had left home in his teens to make his way in the
world. Averen was part of a waning empire. Ambitious lords raised their own troops, and men-at-arms
found ready employment. Sevren had made his way to therich province of Luven, where warring nobles
were dways looking for soldiers. There he honed his skills and learned to ride.

“Wha brought you here?” Dar asked.

“When | was young, | thought swordsmen could protect the weak.” He smiled ruefully, as if
agtonished by his own naiveté. “1 learned differently. The weak can na afford soldiers. The strong can
and use them for thelr own benefit.”

“Yet you dill served them.”

“For awhile, | switched from lord to lord until | learned they were dl the same. By then, | was used to
soldiering. And you bond with your comrades. Many are good men who have only ther livesto sdl. One
told me of aking who was aman of peace and justice”

“King Kregant?’
“Aye. The elder one. | rode north to join his guard and discovered he'd died.”
“And the son was unlike his father?’

“Aye But what was | to do? Ride back to Luvein? So | donned the blue and scarlet. I've worn it
three years.” Sevren’s voice betrayed his weariness. “The king has dams in the neighboring kingdom,
lands he says are his by right. We take towns and territory, but can hold neither. All we get is goods.”

“Punder, you mean.”

“Choose your words with care. Kregant says those goods are his by right.” As Sevren sad this, his
expression indicated that he agreed with Dar. What he said next confirmed it further. “This is my last
campaign. Next spring, I'm done with this. I'll head south with the price of afarminmy purse”

As they neared the royd compound, Dar asked yet another question. “Why did you seek me out?
Don't tdl meit'smy tegth.”

“Y our ways remind me of home,” replied Sevren.

“A sweet-sounding lie”

“Nay, | swear 'tistrue. Averen women are na meek.”

“S0, you think | have spirit?’

“Aye 'Tisagrand thing.”

“Grand? I'll show you how grand!” said Dar. “Touch my back.”
Sevren hestated.

“Come on. Touch it!”

Sevren ran his fingers down the back of Dar’ s shift.



“Fed those scars?’ said Dar. “That how spirit’s repaid here”

Dar fdl slent and Sevren thought it best to say nothing. This one fair day must make the rest seem
all the worse.

When they neared the royd compound, Dar slently handed Sevren the reins and ran the rest of the
way back. Sevren didn't chase after her, but Smply watched her go. When he looked up a Twea, she
was regarding him with a serious expression. “Don’'t be mad at Dar,” she said.

“How can 17?7’ replied Sevren. “I have na cause.”

Davot had alarge gaff of men, so Twea and Dar had little to do. Modtly, they stayed out of the way
while dinner was prepared and served. They ate a the same time as the guardsmen and cleaned up
afterward. When Dar and Twea were done, Murdant Cron escorted them back to ther regiment. He
departed after tdling Teeg that he expected the two at the royd compound by sunrise. By then it was
dusk.

Dar and Twea headed for the bathing tent, but Neffa barred ther way.

“The orcs have dready been served,” said Neffa. “There' s no reason to bathe.”
“We mugt anyway,” said Dar.

“The water’s been dumped,” said Neffa. “The serving robes are wet from washing.”

Neena emerged from the bathing tent. “The bitch doesn’t wear a robe, wet or dry, when she's with
her pisseye” she sad. “The brat doesn't either.”

“That’s not true!” shouted Twea.
“Ignore her,” Dar said to Twea. She turned to face Neffa. “We have to wash.”
“Then use the river.”

Dar consdered bathing in the Turgen but quickly rejected the idea. The river ran deep, and its cold,
awift currents were treacherous. They might easlly sweep Twea away.

“Men don't care how a woman amdls” said Neena, “but you don't tup a man, do you?’ She amiled
mdicioudy.

This was Neena’s idea, thought Dar. She knows it’ll cause mischief. Dar worried how Kovok-mah
would react when she and Twea came to his shdter unbathed and “snoffi va urkwashavoki”—reeking
like washavokis. It appeared she had no choice but to find out. Dar took Twea's hand. “Come. It's time
torest.”

Without looking back, Dar led Twea to Kovok-mah's shdter. He parted the reeds before they
reached it, meking Dar think he had been watching for them. She hdted severa paces away. Since she
hed Twed s hand, the girl was forced to hdt aso.

“Dargu. Little Bird,” said Kovok-mah. “Y ou did not serve tonight.”

“We had to work esewhere,” said Dar, saying put.



“Come” sad Kovok-mah. “Rest.”

“Kovok-mah, merth davasplufukuk thwa,” said Dar. Kovok-mah, we have not bathed. “Merth
snof-fuk.” We reek.

Kovok-mah hdd out his massve arms. “Come, Little Bird.”

Dar released Twea' s hand and she ran to him. The orc scooped her up and set her on hislap. Then he
breathed in deeply. “You smdl like Little Bird,” he said. “Thisis good smdl.”

Twea giggled.

Kovok-mah looked at Dar. “I think you will andl like Dargu.”

“Ha,” sad Dar.

“Come. That scent isaso pleasing.”

If Kovok-mah were a human, Dar would have assumed he was medy sparing her fedings But

Kovok-mah was incgpable of lying, even with good intentions. He actually likes the way | smell. The
idea both surprised and pleased her. She blushed. “Shashav.” Thank you.

Dar and Twea reported to the royd compound at the fird 9gn of dawn. After they left, a damp,
duggish breeze blew in from the river. It flowed around Kovok-mah's shelter, spreading Twea's and
Dar’'s scent among the degping orcs, who awoke to discover the change in the ar. The scent of
washavokis in ther midst, which had been a subtle note before, was difficult to ignore. Sitting in his
shdter, Garga-tok fingered the ears sewn to the edge of his cape and decided the Stuation had grown
intolerable. I'll meet with others, he thought. It’'s time to act.

After the morning meal was served, Dar heard the thunder of hooves as the guards rode from the base
camp. “Off to meet the king,” Davot said. “His Highnesswill be here on the morrow. Busy times ahead.”

Davot and hisgaff were dready preparing tomorrow’s feast. Bread could be baked in advance, and
dozens of bowls were filled with rigng dough. Soon Dar and Twea were feeding fires in dl the ovens,
washing bowls and pots, hauling water, and replenishing the woodpile. The tent turned sweltering with the
ovens heat. Dar's sweat-soaked shift dung to her body, which was covered with soot from the stoves
and dirt from handling firewood. By dinnertime, the baking was done and Dar approached Davot. “Can
Twea go back to the regiment? She needs to serve the orcs tonight.”

“SEll eat better here” sad Davot.

“Yes, but if she serves the orcs, e ll get to bathe”
“Bathe? Why would she want to do that?”

“Orcs have sengtive noses.”

Davot shrugged. “Aye, she can go.”

After sending Twea off with awarning to scrub hersdf well, Dar worked until the ashes were cleared
from the ovens and the last pot was washed. It was dusk when she finished and headed for the river.
There was a section of riverbank where a grove of trees grew up to the water and offered enough



privecy to bathe. She approached it only after glancing about to ensure no soldiers saw her. When Dar
reached the trees, she made her way to the river.

The Turgen's swift current had gnawed at its channd to carve a steep bank. The roots of the trees
closest to the river were exposed where the earth about them had been swept away. Dar cautioudy
climbed down the bank. She was unable to swvim, and the water made her nervous. Entering the river
dowly, she carefully fdt its bed with her feet for firm places to stand. Just afew steps from the shore, the
water reached her knees. The current pushed forcefully againgt her legs, gurgling loudly.

Dar removed her clothes and washed them in the swiftly flowing stream. Once her garments were as
clean as she could get them, she wrung them out, hung them on an exposed root, and turned her atention
to washing hersdlf. She had no doubts that Kovok-mah liked her scent, but even her washavoki sense of
ardl discerned it had grown strong. She scrubbed away the day’s sweat and grime, knowing that her
essence would remain. When she was satisfied, she left the river and donned her damp clothes.

Dar didn't see Znaryat until she dimbed the bank. Standing slently among the trees, he startled her.
Dar doubted this was a chance encounter, but acted as if it was. She curled back her lips and said,
“Tava, Znaryat.”

The orc didn’t reply.

Znaryat spoke only Orcish, so Dar addressed him in that tongue. “Why are you outsde Muth la's
Embrace?”

“Washavokis do not own world. | go where | please.”

“Asyou should,” said Dar.

“My mother’s brother’ s son logt his cape today.”

“His cape?’ sad Dar, uncertain wha Znaryat meant.

“Hai. Sons say he has forsaken wisdom. They agreed he is poor leader. Another wears cape now.”
“Why?"

“Leaders should not stink of washavoki.”

Dar sensed where this conversation was headed. “I am mother,” she stated.

“Thwa” said Znaryat. “You mock mothers. You have disgraced Kovok-mah.”

“I will ask himif he agrees,” said Dar. She started to leave, but Znaryat blocked her path.
“Thwa Y our words have evil magic.”

Da attempted to dart away, but Znaryat saized her am. “Y ou have not washed wdl. | dill amdl you.”
He grabbed her other arm and dragged her to the crest of the bank.

“What are you doing?’ asked Dar even as she guessed. An indant later, the orc flung her into the
river.

Znaya saw Dar's ams and legs flal the ar before she splashed into the gray water. Dar vanished



benegth its surface. The orc watched to see if she would rise. Dar’s head bobbed up far downstiream
from where she had landed, then submerged as quickly asit had risen. It was even more digtant the next
time Znaryat spied it—a dark speck amid swirling gray. The head disappeared again, this time for good.
Znaya waited, scanning the broad Turgen with his keen eyes. When he was satidfied that Dar had
drowned, he climbed down the riverbank and washed her scent from his hands.

Thirty

With an icy shock, the world became an arless, gray blur. There was nothing solid to touch, only
water. The cold seized Dar and rushed her dong, tumbling her about as it did. It toyed with her—a gasp
of ar, aglimpse of sky, then grayness again. Dar struggled. Her arms and legs thrashed futildy. Cold
invaded her body, turning it Siff and leaden. Her efforts became lethargic. Soon, her lungs ached for air,
but there was only the Turgen to fill them.

Ill die, thought Dar. Strangdly, the idea was devoid of terror. The river held her in a frigid embrace,
carying her to the Dark Path. Dar wondered when she would arrive. Soon, | think. | only have to
breathe. The world began to fade even before she tried.

Something struck Dar and gripped her. In her confused state, she thought it was a hand. The hand
fought againg the river. Dar was no longer moving. Her body pressed againg something hard and rough.
Above her head, the gray was lighter. Dar tried to move toward the light and discovered she could push
agang the rough hand. Suddenly, she saw leaves. There was air. Dar gasped.

The hand was a tree that had fdlen into the river. Its leaves screened the darkening sky and its roots
dill rested on the shore. Dar was entangled in its branches. For a while, she fet she was dreaming, but
when the tree didn’'t vanish, that feding became astonishment. Eventudly, Dar began to sruggle toward
the shore. The way was treacherous, even with her dinging to the tree, and it was night by the time her
feet touched dry ground. When they did, she heard a soft groan as the tree began to shift and dide into
the current. Dar stepped back and watched it drift away. Soon it was only a parting shadow swirling on
the dark river.

Da headed for Kovok-mah's shdter. When she entered Muth lds Embrace, a patrol of orcs
approached her and halted. “Dargu?’ said a guard in avoice tha betrayed surprise. It made Dar suspect
the orcs knew what Znaryat had done.

“Ha.”

“Were you not in river?’ asked another guard, confirming Dar’ s suspicions.
“l was,” Dar replied in Orcish, “but | have returned.”

“How can that be?’ asked the guard.

“Tree saved me”

The orcs eyes grew wide, and one pressed his pdm againg his chest, splaying his fingers so they
pointed upward. Dar had seen that gesture before, dthough she didn’t know its Sgnificance. “Tree?” sad
the orc, in a hushed tone.



“Ha,” sad Dar. Then, with dl the dignity she could muster, she walked to Kovok-mah's shelter.
Behind her, she heard the orcs speaking in low, agitated tones.

Skymere moved down the dark road with a gat that betrayed his exhaustion. The long ride had
pushed the gdlion to the limits of his endurance, and Sevren was angry over it. Despite this he rode
slently and stoicdly. A King's Guard didn't complain. At least, a prudent one didn't.

Sevren’s companions were equaly quiet. None knew the reason for their journey, other than the king
hed willed it. They had received no explanation for the order, and experience told them to expect none.
Sevren suspected it was merdy an exercise of power for power’s sake. The king liked pomp and
probably wished to enter base camp accompanied by the full complement of his guards. Sevren
wondered who would be impressed.

As the rigng moon slvered the horizon, Sevren spied the fires of the king's camp. He hoped that
meant he could tend his horse soon. Before long, he heard voices made boisterous by drink. For some,
war’'s a merry business. Ther gaety made Sevren reflect how Dar would see only the grim side of
battle. Privation, not riches. Carnage, not glory. Sevren hoped she would be spared the worst. No
one should see what I’ ve seen. Even as he had that thought, Sevren redized he had been luckier than
many. There are worse things than viewing horrors. Far worse.

It waan't the firgt time during the long ride that Sevren had thought of Dar. After spending time with
her, what had begun as curiosty had blossomed into deeper fedings Sevren had spent much of the day
pondering why Dar, who wasn't eager for his company, attracted him. She had a specid qudity, and
“girit” inadequately described it. She wears rags, but there's a grandness to her no lord or lady can
match. Sevren found it in Dar’s rapport with Skymere, her protection of Twea, and her fearlessness
among the orcs. He dso saw it in the way she treated him. Unlike most women, Dar was unimpressed
that he was a guardsman. To Sevren, that was a good sgn. She showed contempt for that part of him he
hed come to disdain. In dl his travels, he had never encountered a woman like her. Already, he was
gmitten.

When Sevren entered the camp, his thoughts of Dar were interrupted by the trumpet that Sgnded the
arivd of the royd guard. The king, surrounded by advisers and courtiers, left a tent to receive ther
obeisance, and Sevren viewed the royd party as he rode past. Kregant |l stood foremogt, his corpulent
figure clad in gold-embroidered scarlet. The king's florid face matched his attire, and unsteady legs
marred his dignity. Though approaching middie age, he looked younger than his years. A wispy beard
emphasized his cdlow appearance.

Sevren surveyed the men about the king. All were familiar, but one surprised him. Othar, the king's
mage, appeared to have aged decades since the guardsman had seen him ladt. If Sevren didn’t know
better, he would have thought the sorcerer was an dderly man. Yet something other than years had
sucked life from his features, leaving them hard and withered. It marked them in a way that caused
Sevren to think no wholesome thing had ravaged Othar’s face. Only his dark eyes remained unchanged.
They were as baneful as ever. When they glanced a Sevren, hishair rose.

Theking returned to his carouse, while his guardsmen dismounted and tended their horses. Sevren fed,
watered, and rubbed down Skymere before he looked to his own needs. These were Smple. He spread
hisdegping rall on the ground and ate a hard biscuit washed down with water. After he supped, he took
off his boots and, wrapped in his cloak, lay down to deep. The night was clear. As Sevren gazed at the
gars, he reflected how they were shining over Averen aso. He imagined himsdf there, Sargazing from his
own farmgtead. In his mind's eye it was nestled among mountains with a lake to mirror the night sky. It



was an old dream, which hard years had rendered more dluring. Tonight, however, Sevren added
something new: Dar gazed at the stars with him.

Twea was adegp when Dar entered Kovok-mah's shelter, but Kovok-mah was awake. He appeared
anxious, yet hisvoice was restrained. “You are wet,” he said in Orcish.

“Hd, | bathed and washed clothes,” replied Dar. Though she had resolved never to lieto Kovok-mah,
ghe didn't wish to tdl him about Znayat. Thus, Dar was rdieved when Kovok-mah refrained from
questioning her further. She had a question for him, however. Dar mimicked the gesture that the guard
hed made. “What does this mean?’ she asked.

“Treg)” said Kovok-mah.

“Why would urkzimmuthi make this Sgn?’
“TreeisMuth 13" said Kovok-mah.

“How?

“Treeisin earth and sky.”

“l understand,” said Dar. “Treeislike Muth la”
“Thwa” said Kovok-mah. “Tree isMuth la”

An egrie sensation came over Dar, and she understood why the guards had appeared awed.
Kovok-mah handed Dar her dry cloak. He had it handy, as if he expected her to need it. “You rest
now,” he whispered.

When Twea gtirred the next morning, Dar remained on the ground, wrapped in her cloak. She had
dept poorly, haunted by dreams of Znayat and drowning. She wondered if he would try to kill her again.
Logic said he would. Facing thet terrible prospect, Dar embraced the idea that the tree had been Muth
la If the Mother of All had saved her, perhaps she would protect her again. It was an irrationd hope, but
it gave Dar the courage to face the day.

Dar rose and left with Twea to work for Davot. It was before sunrise and only guards were about
within the Embrace of Muth la. Dar was dill indde the circle when she heard rapid footsteps behind her.
She hdted and turned to see Zna-yat running toward her. “Twea, hurry on to the cook tent,” said Dar. “I
have some business here”

“l want to stay with you,” said the girl.
“Go!” barked Dar. “Now!”

Twea looked upset as she hurried off, but that was the last concern on Dar’s mind. She took a deep
bresth to cdm hersdf and waited for Zna-yat.

The orc dowed his pace and approached solemnly. He stopped a few steps away. Dar saw that he



was fully armed. “You have returned,” he said.
“Ha.”
“l watched you die”
“Tree saved me”
“I heard this tde and went to river,” sad Zna-yat. “Thereisno tree”
“Yet | am here”

Znaya stared a Dar for along while as he pondered her reply. “I do not understand how this can
be” he said at last. Then he drew his sword.

Dar hdd her ground. Better to face death and die quickly.
Znaryat, however, didn't gtrike. Instead, he asked, “Will you wear my blood?’

Da had no idea what Znayat meant, but she didn’t think it was the time to ask him. Instead, she
relied on her intuition and agreed.

Znaryat drew his blade across his forearm. Blood flowed from the wound. He dipped his finger in it
and kndt before Dar to paint ared line from her forehead to her chin. “You wear my blood,” he said. “It
isdone for now.” The orc rose and walked away.

Dar watched him go, feding rdieved but puzzled. Wel, he didn’t kill me. It was possble that Zna-yat
hed just chdlenged her to a fight, but she didn’t think so. It seemed more like an apology or a truce.
Da wanted to ask Kovok-mah, but there was no time. Also, she fdt uneasy whenever Twea was out of
her sght. Rductantly, she hurried off.

When Dar arrived at the roya compound, the cooking tent was adready budtling. Further provisons for
the king's table had arrived, and barrels and crates were stacked everywhere. Davot had dl his men hard
a work, and he grabbed Dar’s am as soon as she stepped into the tent. If he noticed the mark on Dar’'s
face as he ushered her outside, he was too preoccupied to comment. He led her to a cage filled with
chickens. “Kill thislot and pluck 'em,” he said. “Thelittle lass can hdp with the plucking.”

Davot rushed off as Dar opened the cage to saize a bird. She had sedldom tasted chicken, but she
knew how to wring on€'s neck and did it with a quick twist of her hands. The dead bird was ill jerking
about when Twea came out of the tent. “What's that painted on your face?’ she asked.

“Orc blood.”

“Why'sit there?’

“I'm not redly sure”

“Well, you should wash it off.”

“I don’'t think | will until 1 ask Kovok-mah what it means”

“Whet if Sevren comes back?” asked Twea. “You don't want to look like thet! What will he think?’

“| don’t care what he thinks”



“Why not? Don't you like him?’

Dar shrugged. “1 don't didike him, not in particular. 1t'sjust...wdl...he saman.”

“A nice man,” said Twea. “Why scare him off?’

“He s only nice because he wants something. Something from me, at least.”

“Wha?' asked Twea

“Y ou're too young to understand.”

“Oh,” said Tweawith a knowing look. “He wants to tup you. Why didn’t you say s0?’
Dar grabbed the dead chicken and thrust it at Twea. “Here, pluck this”

Tweawasn't so eesly digtracted. “So, when did he ask you?’

“Hedidn’t,” said Dar, beginning to fed cross. “But he's aman, and | understand men better than you.”
“If you don’t like Sevren, isit because he' s a washavoki?’

Twed s question surprised Dar and made her wonder how much of the camp’s gossp the girl had
heard. More important, she wondered how much of it Twea believed. “I never said | don't like Sevren,”
sad Dar. “1 just don't trust him. Maybe I'll fed different if | get to know him better.”

Dar’'s answer seemed to satisfy Twea, even though it evaded her question. Twea dropped the subject,
but Dar continued to ponder the girl’s inquiry as she daughtered and plucked the chickens. It made Dar
redize that she was beginning to see the humans about her from a new perspective. They were
washavokis, and she was becoming something ese.

Thirty-one

Dar and Twea plucked chickens until mid morning. Afterward, they peeled vegetables and washed
pots while the tent filled with savory aromas. Dar had esten little but bland porridge for weeks, and the
andls became a form of torment. Fare for the royd feast gradudly accumulated throughout the day.
Beddes bread, roast mest, grilled chickens, and stewed vegetables, there were dishes Dar had never
seen, much less tasted; yet everything looked ddicious.

Mogt of the day, Davot was frantic thet the med wouldn't be ready in time. Then there was a brief
period when the preparations were complete and he was cam. Later he began to fret about the king's
ariva. He had a sharp-eyed man watch the road to warn him as soon as the king's party came into
view.

Night fel and torchbearers were caled to light the banquet tent. Sauces were kept warm until they
scorched. New sauces were made, thrown out, and made again. Hies buzzed over the groaning table.
The cooling meats grew black with them. Twea fdl adeep in a corner of the cooking tent. Findly, when
the night was old, Davot came to Dar. “Wake thelittle lass and go. The king’'s not coming.”



“What about the food?’” asked Dar.
“Don't touch it. 1t's dill the king's feast, though only maggots will partake.”
“You mean it'll go to waste?”’

“Aye, that's his way. Anyone who sups without his leave gets flogged. Tomorrow, well cook his feast

Dar roused Twea and they returned to Kovok-mah's shelter, unwashed and exhausted. As before, he
hed been waiting for them. “Come regt, Little Bird.”

As Twea dimbed wegrily onto his Iap, Kovok-mah spoke to Dar in Orcish. “I amdl Zna-yat’s blood.”
“I wear it,” replied Dar in the same tongue.

“So | have heard.”

“What does it mean?’ asked Dar.

“You have agreed not to kill him.”

Dar laughed, despite her exhaudtion. “Kill him?’

“Ha,” said Kovok-mah. “None can kill him for you, ether.”

“Did | do unwisething?’ asked Dar.

“To wear blood means there is honor between you. There will be no killing while scent lingers”

“Then what happens?’

“No one can say, not even Znaryat. Blood time is thinking time. Zna-yat was unsure where wisdom
lay. That iswhy he offered you blood.”

Knowing Kovok-mah wouldn't presume to give a mother advice, Dar asked, “If you wore blood,
what would you do?’

“I would not wash my face.”

As resplendent as rich clothes, a fine horse, and a company of guardsmen can make a man, King
Kregant 1l rode into the base camp the falowing afternoon. Dar heard the noise of his arriva, but she
was too busy to pay much attention. The activity within the cooking tent was frenetic. Yesterday's
untouched feast had been dumped in the river dong with dl the bread that had been baked in advance.
As a reault, there was more to prepare than the previous day, and less time to prepare it. Three other
women were recruited to work aongsde Twea and Dar, and they were kept busy the entire day.

As evening approached, servants dressed in blue liveries arrived to begin sarving. The kitchen
gradudly emptied of food and the men who had cooked it, leaving the women to cleen up. Dar knew
none of the women, who were from another regiment, but her reputation ensured they shunned her.

“Heard they caught the one that runned away,” said a womean as she scrubbed a pot.
“Aye, poor thing,” said her companion. “She should've killed hersdf afore they grabbed her. It



would' ve been an easier way to go.”
The other woman shuddered. “Aye, easier by far.”
“Who did the floggin'?’ asked the third.
“l don’t know hisname” said thefirg. “They say he be high murdant.”
Da knew there was only one high murdant in dl the regiments. “Who was the woman?’ she asked.

None of the women would reply. Dar continued eavesdropping, but the talk turned to gossip about
strangers.

After the pots were clean, empty platters began to arrive for washing. Dar and the others were il at
work when a smirking man in blue entered the tent. “Come, bitches, you're to be presented a the
banquet.” The women were staring a him, uncertain if he was jesting, when Davot arrived and confirmed
the order.

Theman led Dar, Twea, and the three women into the banquet tent. Large tables lined three sides of
its interior, and dl the diners faced the open space where the women stood. The king sat at the centrd
table, surrounded by boisterous men. Dar recognized the Queen’s Man among them, but no one ese.
Little remained of the feast except the bones and scraps spread over the tables and the food smeared on
the diners beards. Though the feasting was over, the drinking was not. Blue-clad servants scurried
about, rdfilling drinking bowls and goblets. When Dar gazed a the drunken faces about her, she fdt
goprehensive.

Her escort shouted, “Hear this proclamation!” The tent grew only dightly quieter, and the man
continued in a raised voice. “Our Mogt Gracious Sovereign has deemed it fit that these lowly wenches
should share in his feast.” One man cheered, which caused the others to laugh derisvely. “Let it be
known that His Mgjesty gives them leave to partake of whatever morsels strike their persons. Gentlemen,
feed the bitches!”

This was the 9gnd for the men to pdt the women with rinds, crusts, bones, and other dops. Ther
targets cowered under the barrage until the man who had brought them in shouted, “Shame! Shame!”
The throwing abated. “These tidbits touched the lips of generds and roydty.” He glared gernly a the
women. “Are you too proud to eat them? Such ingratitude warrants flogging.”

At the word “flogging,” the other women grabbed scraps from the dirt and stuffed them in ther
mouths. Dar imitated them as the men began to laugh and throw more dops. Following Dar’'s example,
Twea reached for a gnawed chicken back. As she bent over, the king hurled a large beef bone and
gruck her in the temple. The girl wobbled, then crumpled over, her head bloodied. The men erupted in a
prolonged cheer, asif points had been scored in a contest. Dar said to Twea “ Stay down!” and quickly
stepped over her prostrate form. She remained there to shidd Twea from further hits.

All the men were too drunk to note Dar’ s defiance, except one. He sat by the king's side, in the midst
of the gathering yet apart from it. His sobriety set him off, as did his black apparel, but it was the man's
gyestha seized Dar’ s atention. As soon as she met them, Dar knew she was standing before the king's
mage. Taes that he could read thoughts didn't seem far-fetched. The dark eyes that stared at her were
more disconcerting than tossed bones. They seemed to probe her beneath her skin, seeking secrets, and
Dar was rdlieved when they turned elsewhere.

The men's sport ceased only when they ran out of things to throw. “Grab your supper, ladies’
shouted the manin blue, “and be quick about it.”



Dar seized some bread crugts and a bone with some meset on it, then helped Twea to her feet. She
returned to the cooking tent to be met by Davot. He seemed appaled by what had happened, though he
tried to hide hisfedings “Go rest,” he said. “Any lagt washing can be done tomorrow.”

As Dar grabbed a dishdoth to clean the blood from Twea's face, the girl began to whimper softly.
“Hush,” said Dar gently. “I have white bread for you and mest.”

Twea was dill snivding when Dar led her away. At the edge of the royd compound, a man stepped
from the shadows. “I heard there was ‘sport’ a the banquet. Are you dl right?’

Dar recognized Sevren’s voice. “I'm fing” she replied in a weary tone. “But the king struck Twea's
head with a bone.”

Ingantly, Sevren was knedling before Twea, examining the sweling on her temple. Dar could see that
he was outraged, and hisindignation made her think better of him. “It's not serious” she said. “The orcs
have magic that can treat her.”

“| thought she' d be safe with Davot,” said Sevren. “I'm sorry.”

“You did your best,” said Dar. “No placeistruly safe”

“Aye” sad Sevren, his voice choked with rage. “Nain akingdom ruled by a...”
Dar touched hisam to make him stop. “Remember the mage,” she whispered.

Sevren swallowed his anger, then sghed. “I'll speak with Davot. HE's a good man when they let im
be. I'll see you in the morn.” With those words, he dipped into the shadows.

Within Othar’ s tent was another one made of cloth so heavy and black that no light penetrated, even
a noon. At night, the darkness ingde that tent was more than an absence of light—it was papable. It
dimmed flames and chilled the atmosphere. Othar sat there, illuminated by a Sngle ail lamp that scented
the air with pungent smoke.

A voice sad, “I have him, gre”
“Send himin,” said the mage.

Theflap of the inner tent moved and a hand pushed a smdl boy into the inky space. He was dressed in
the tattered clothes of a peasant. Though he was degpy from beng awakened in the middle of the night,
one glimpse at the mage sartled him to dertness.

Othar atempted to amile, but his face wasn't up to the task, and his expresson was more frightening
than reassuring. “You're a very lucky boy,” he said.

“Sre?’ said the boy, who obvioudy didn't think so.
“l have some magic just for you.”

“For me?’

“Would you like to know your future?’

“l guess s0,” said the boy.



The mage produced a large iron bowl from the shadows and st it before the boy’s bare feet. “Kned
down. Gaze into the bowl and learn your fate.”

The boy rductantly complied. “I don’t see nothing.”
Othar knedlt beside him. “Y ou're not looking close enough.”
The boy bent down. “There's only rust.”

Othar saized the child by the har and pushed hm down so his face touched the iron. The boy
struggled until the mage drew a knife across his throat. Blood filled the bowl, seaming in the frigid dark.
Othar pushed the little corpse asde and put on a circular iron pendant. Then he took out the sack that
hed cost the king so much gold.

Othar dipped a brush into the blood and painted a large circle on the floor. He took greet care that
there were no gaps in the crimson ling his withered face reminded him of the price for a mistake. Once
he was satisfied, he stepped indde the circle.

The man who had sold the spdll was vague about the entity it summoned. Though it had no form or
voice, its presence was unmistakable. As Othar chanted words in an ancient tongue, he began to sense it.
Thear grew colder and the flame paler. These physca sgns were accompanied by an oppressive ar of
mdice

Othar opened the sack and spilled its contents outside the circle. The human bones that tumbled out
were ydlow with age and carved with runes. The sorcerer sudied the patterns they formed. The sgn for
“threst” immediately caught his eye. Shadows from that sgn touched the bones for “king” and “mage”
Othar grew concerned.

It was nearly sunrise when the mage emerged from the black tent, his skin a deathly hue and his eyes
rimmed red. The bones were subtle messengers and difficult to interpret, but they were clear about one
thing—there was an enemy within the camp. Hours of study hadn’t reveded that enemy’s identity, but
Othar had learned something dmost as ussful: If the orcs were to die, his enemy would vanish aso.

Thirty-two

Da was naked. She tumbled through darkness and fdl upon the ground. As she lay there, undble to
move, leaves covered her like a thin cloth. They hid her, yet she could gaze through them as if peering
through a vell. Dar saw the shadowy form of the mage gezing downward. He hdd a dagger. Its bare
blade gleamed, ready and lethdl. He was seeking her.

A cold wind clawed at the leaves, threatening to tear them away and expose her. She looked about
and spied the wind's source. As firg she thought it was a black cloud. Then she redized it was something
else—a presence that annihilated light and warmth while radiating maice. Dar sensed it was trying to
reved her, but a huge tree restrained it. Muth la, thought Dar. Then she woke.

It was nearly sunrise, and Dar lay clothed on the floor of Kovok-mah's shelter. She was shivering, and
the mage haunted her thoughts. Dar wanted to dismiss her experience as a nightmare, but it ft like
omething ese. A vision? A warning? Dar wasn't sure. Yet she fdt it was important to avoid the



sorcerer. She didn’t understand why, but the strength of her fedings made her disndined to doubt them.
Intuition had kept her dive thus far, so she heeded it.

Sevren met Dar and Twea at the edge of the royd compound as they headed for the kitchen tent.
“I've talked to Davot,” he said in alow voice. “You and Twea will na work in the kitchen. You're to
gather herbs. Look for them where we walked dong the riverbank, and I'll meet you there.”

Sevren grolled away asif their encounter had been by chance. Dar and Twea reported to Davot, who
produced two large baskets. He reached into one and pulled out some withered herbs. Dar recognized
wild thyme, marjoram, cress, and the curling scapes of garlic. There were dso some leaves tha were
new to her. “I need ye to gather these afresh,” Davot said. “Hll the baskets...” He paused to wink.
“...evenifit takesyedl day.”

Soon, Dar and Twea were waking dong the riverbank. When they could no longer be spied from
camp, Sevren appeared and addressed Twea. “Hdt! Are those the royd herbs you bear?’

“Aye” said Tweawith agrin.
“Then | must guard them,” said Sevren. “For I'm aroyd guardsman.”
“And what of the bearers?’ asked Dar, caught up in Sevren’s playful mood.

Sevren kndt before Twea. “Milady, I'll defend you with my life. Y our mother, aso.” He looked up a
Dar. “For so the orcs name you.”

“It ssemsyou're dso aroyd spy,” sad Dar.
“l use only those arts that Karm gives every honest man. A pair of ears and a set of eyes”
“And an aily tongue,” said Dar.

Sevren looked to Twea with a wounded expression. “Milady, | pray your mother is na your tutor in
courtesy.”

“Oh, don't mind her,” said Twea. “Da doesn't trust men.”

“Then sheiswise” said Sevren. He rose and peered into Dar’s basket. “I know little of herbs. | fear
I'll make a poor guide.”

“Then you can carry the baskets,” said Dar.

“If I did, I’d be an even poorer guard, for that would encumber my sword arm.”
Dar’s amile took on ahint of scorn. “Such amanly excuse for avoiding work.”
“Each should do what each does best.”

“So gathering herbs iswomen’s work?” asked Dar.

“Isit nasaid that mothers own the food?”’



Dar looked at Sevren srangdy. “Kuum da-suthat tha suth urkzimmuthi?’
“What did you just say?" asked Sevren.

“| asked how you learned orcish wisdom.”

“I’ve picked things up,” said Sevren, “but | would na cdl it wisdom.”
“Wha would you cdl it?" asked Dar.

“Fables”

“Like the fable women aren’t worthless?’

“l never sad they were.”

“But you bdieveit,” sad Dar.

“Nay!” sad Sevren. “That'swhy | like you.”

Dar noticed that Twea was watching her intently. “Twea,” she said, “this is grown-up tak. Go ahead,
but say indght.” After the girl rdluctantly moved up the pathway, Dar turned to Sevren. “You like me?’
she said, meking it sound like an accusation.

“Aye, Karm help me. Even Twea can see it. Why can nayou?’
“Y our words come too eedly.”
“How can | prove I'm earnet?’

“You can start by being useful.” Dar drew her dagger. “I want to learn how to use this The lagt time |
tried, it was taken from me”

“You want to learn to kill?”

“No. | want to learn how to protect mysdf and Twea, evenif that meanskilling.”
Sevren sghed. “I'd rather teach you a gentler skill.”

“It'snot agentle world. Thisiswhat | need.”

“Then Il teach you,” said Sevren.

Da’s indruction in the use of a blade began in the early afternoon, after the baskets were ful and
everyone had dined on the brown bread that Sevren had brought. First, Sevren examined Dar’s wesgpon.
Bdancing it in his hand, he declared it wdl made but poorly mantained. “The blade is dull and
rust-pocked.” He took a stone and showed Dar how to use it to sharpen the blade. Once she restored
the dagger’ s edge, he proceeded within her firg lesson. “You'll na learn everything in an afternoon, or a
moon’'s worth of afternoons. Skill comes from confidence, and confidence comes with practice.”

“Maybe | can practice with the orcs” said Dar.

Sevren looked dubious. “Orcs rely on strength and doggedness in a fight, na subtlety. It's speed and
cleverness you need with a dagger.”

“You meen I'll have to practice with you?” asked Dar.



Sevren grinned. “Every spare moment.” Dar’s frown made him regret that he had looked so pleased,
and he quickly turned to teaching actud moves. He commenced with defensive ones. He showed how a
dagger could serve as a shidd againg a sword and how it could even catch a blade to disam an
opponent. Using a stick as a sword, Sevren attacked Dar so she could practice defending hersdf. As she
improved, Sevren gradudly increased the speed and ferocity of his attacks. Soon he wasn't holding
back.

The ease with which Dar mastered the moves amazed Sevren. Though she lacked his strength, she
made up for it in speed and an dbility to anticipate his moves. Reading an opponent was a crucid Kill,
and Sevren knew men who had taken days to reach the proficiency Dar had dready acquired. It was she
who suggested that Sevren use his sword rather than a stick. Sevren was leery. “A sword might hurt
you,” he said.

“That'sits purpose,” replied Dar. “1 mus face thething | fear.”
“l do na believe you fear anything,” said Sevren.
“That's because you don't know me.”

Dar proved as proficient againg sted as she did againgt wood, though Sevren couldn’t bring himsdf to
attack with full force. His arm was tired and Twea was bored when the lesson findly stopped. It was
approaching dinnertime, and Dar thought it wise to head back. When they reached the spot where
Sevren had met them, he bowed low to Twea. “Farewell, milady,” he said. “I mud part. Tdl your fierce
mother | will tutor her again tomorrow.”

Twea began to giggle as she and Dar walked to the royd compound. “I told you he liked you,” she
sad. “He didn't even mention the blood on your face.”

Dar grew suddenly concerned. “Isit dill there?”

“Aye”

“Good,” sad Dar.

“So, do you like Sevren now?’ asked Twea. “Maybe, alittle?’
“Areyou hisspy?’ asked Dar.

“At leagt, tdl meif you cut im on purpose.”

“Of course not! That was an accident. And just a scratch, besides.”
Twea looked unconvinced. “Well, he called you fierce”

“Dargu nak gaz,” said Dar in a deep, dramétic voice. “Weasd isfierce”
Twea laughed.

Davot took the herbs from Twea and Dar. “Good job,” he said, “but I'll be needin’ more tomorrow.”
With that, and awink, he sent them back to their regiment. Dar hoped they would arive in time to serve
the orcs thair med. The other women dreaded the job, and Dar was confident that no one would prevent
her or Twea from performing it.



Twea was ignored when she entered the bathing tent, but Dar’s entrance was met by sudden slence
and cold stares. Her absence seemed to have only increased the hodlility directed toward her. As Dar
scrubbed in the tense dillness, taking care to leave Znaryat's blood untouched, she scanned the faces
about her, trying to determine who was missng. She didn’t bother to ask who Murdant Kol had flogged
to death, for she knew that would be futile. Instead, she sought to discover his victim's identity by a
process of dimingion. By the time she left the bathing tent, she had narrowed it down to two
possibilities—Neena or Memni.

Dar went with Twea and the others to pick up the food. Taren was working & the cooking pit, and
Dar managed to whisper, “Who was flogged? Neena?’

Taren gave a subtle Sgn that she heard Dar and then turned to speak to another woman. “I'm tired of
cooking, but—oh well—we can't dl be the high murdant’s woman.”

If Neena’s Kol’s woman, then...Dar had to know for sure. “Memni?’ she whispered.

Taren's look confirmed Dar’s fears. Poor Memni, Dar thought, recdling her own lashes. Dar fdt grief
and anger a once, but she bottled up her fedings to maintain a soic face. Still, she couldn’t hep but
wonder what desperation drove her friend to run away. Dar knew that she was unlikdy ever to learn the
sory, and that heightened the ging of Memni’s degath.

Dar fdt less isolated when she served the orcs, for they often exchanged pleasantries. Some merdy
greeted her. Others made a point of cdling her “mother.” Thomak-tok adways made her amile by
extravagantly praisng the excdlence of the bland porridge. Zna-yat never spoke.

After sarving, Dar changed back into her shift and heped with the washing before going to
Kovok-mah's shelter. Twea was dready there. Both she and Kovok-mah had been chewing washuthahi
seeds. Dar could tdl from the seeds’ digtinctive odor, which permesated the shdlter, and by the distracted
look in Twed' s eyes. The girl exposed her black teeth in a manic amile and said, “Uthahi.” Pretty.

“You shouldn't be chewing those now,” said Dar, feding cross. “They'Il keep you up.” She fdt like
soolding Kovok-mah, but didn’'t know the Orcish word for “spoiled.” Instead she said to him in his own
language, “Y ou chewed many seeds.”

[1] Ha'."
“Itisnot raning,” said Dar. “It isnot cold. Y ou have not marched. Why so many?’
“Sadness will come. | wish not to think of it.”

Dar regarded Kovok-mah. His massve hand gently stroked Twea s thin back as the girl fidgeted in his
lap. His green-gold eyes, which had once seemed so0 dien, hed the same depth of sorrow tha she
sometimes caught in Sevren's gaze. Both orc and men had witnessed war, and the seeing had left its
mark. Dar’'s irritation melted. She, dso, didn't wish to think of the future. “I would like some of those
Seeds,” she said.

It rained hard the next day and the one that followed. Dar and Twea's herb gathering became only a
pretext to spend the day with Sevren. He had found a sheltered spot where an overhang kept out mogt of
the rain. Twea spent the hours watching Dar learn the basics of knife fighting. When she grew bored,
Twea chewed a washuthahi seed. This new habit worried Dar, but she couldn’t bring hersdf to nag the

grl.



The congtant rain washed away dl sgns of the blood on Dar’s face, and she had no idea if its scent
dill lingered. Certainly, she couldn’t detect it. The idea that the “blood time’ was over and Znaryat was
free to attack again gave urgency to her lessons. Sevren taught her the classic attacks and defenses, the
mog lethd griking points, how to stab and how to dash, and moves to prevent being disarmed. Toward
the end of the second day, he began another lesson.

Leaving Twea beneath the overhang, Sevren waked Dar over to a tree and borrowed her dagger.
“Thereis one time when you have an advantage over a svordsman,” he said. He threw the dagger into
the tree’ strunk. “You can kill & a distance.” He pulled the weapon from the wood and gave it back to
Dar. “But you gan that advantage a greet risk. Y ou only have one chance. Now, you try.”

Dar’ s throw went wide and the dagger disappeared into the undergrowth. “Now you are defenseless”
sad Sevren. “If that tree has a sword, it will day you.”

“| think | can outrun it,” said Dar.

Sevren didn’'t amile. “Throwing your dagger should be the last resort. 'Tis a desperate move” He
joined Dar as she searched for her weapon. “This is one skill you can practice on your own. Do na let
anyone see you throw until you're good. Then, show off. A reputation gives advantage.”

Sevren found the dagger and held it out. “1 think "tis time for my fee”

“Your fee?’ said Dar.

Sevren smiled. “Mine are cosly lessons”

Dar eyed Sevren warily, then grabbed the dagger from his hand. “How costly?’
“A kisswill settle your account.”

“I've none to give” said Dar, more abruptly than she intended.

Sevren tried to mask his embarrassment with a grin. “Perhaps, one day, you'll discover one and
remember your debt.”

Dar sad nothing, but walked close to the tree and threw her dagger. It struck the wood, but didn't
gick. She picked it up and tried again.

Dar kept dlently practicing in the rain. Eventudly, Sevren tired of watching her and joined Twea
beneeth the overhang.

The next morming was fair. Sevren met Dar and Twea before they reached the kitchen tent. “Twea,”
he said, “go see Davot. | need to speak to Dar.”

Da motioned to Twea that she should go, then looked a Sevren. “What' s this about?’
“l can na.go with you today,” said Sevren. “I may na see you for awhile War has begun.”
The news brought a chill to Dar’s ssomach. “ So my lessons are ended?’

“I'll try to see you when | can,” said Sevren. Then he added, “If that would please you.” When Dar
smply shrugged, he sighed. “You do nalike me”



“It snot that. It's jud...I"ve had bad times with men.”
“You sarve with scum, but I'm nalike them.”
“I know.”

“If Karm favors us, well get through this and winter in Taiben. When the snows mdt, I'll head for
Averen. I'll take you with me, if you'll come. Y our brand will na doom you there.”

“l couldn’t leave Twea.”

“I'll take her, too.”

Dar looked at Sevren suspicioudy. “And in Averen, I’d be your woman?’
“You'd be whatever you choose.”

“l don’t know,” said Dar.

“Do natdl me you want to stay!”

“I loved my father. | trusted him. Then, when | was sixteen, my mother died and he...” Dar looked
away. “...he betrayed me. I've only known you afew days.”

“You do nahave to say aye or nay,” said Sevren. “You can wait till soring.”
“Then, why ask me now?’

“| know what lies ahead,” said Sevren. “You'll want a reason to live”

Thirty-three

Dar found Twea standing outside the kitchen tent, which was being dismantled. “Davot said we're to
go back to the regiment,” said Twea.

Dar tried not to show the dread she felt. As she walked with Twea through camp to report to Neffa,
she saw that a sudden change had taken place. There was much more activity than usud, and it was
accompanied by an ar of tenson. Murdants cursed louder. Soldiers looked grimmer. Tents collgpsed
and disappeared. Wagons grew full.

Dar and Twea passed a wagon that was dready hitched to oxen. It was mired in mud and two
soldiers, directed by a murdant, were trying to push it free. “By Karm's dirty feet,” cursed one soldier,
“why move out after rans?’

“Because the mage says it's propitious,” said his murdant.
“Pro-pissy-ass?’ replied the soldier. “What' s that?”

“It means the road’ s turned to shit,” said the other soldier.



“If you don't likeit,” said the murdant, “go tdl Blood Crow he'swrong.”
Thefirg soldier laughed. “Jugt give me your suff before you go.”

“Cursed sorcerers!” said the second soldier as he kept on pushing.

Dar hurried Twea dong, afraid the murdant would make them help the soldiers.

Neffa was more harried than usud when Dar and Twea reported to her. “Help load,” she barked.
“Moveit!”

“When are we going?’ asked Dar.
“I'll give you orders,” said Neffa, casting awary eye toward Neena, “but I'll tdl you nothing.”

Dar dso glanced a Neena. The other women were rushing to break camp and load the wagons; only
Neena moved lasurdy. Apparently, her new status as Murdant Kol’s woman shidlded her from Neffa's
wrath.

Dar and Twea enjoyed no such protection, and they did whatever they were told. As Dar worked, it
became clear that the order to move out was a surprise to everyone and the surrounding chaos was the
result. Only the orcs seemed organized. They donned ther armor, rolled up their shelters, fixed them to
their backs, dismantled Muth la's Embrace, and formed orderly ranks long before the wagons were

ready to roll.

The regiment hit the road before noon. With war commenced in earnest, the order of march was
different. Orcs formed the spearhead of the invason. Human officers no longer led the column, but rode
adongsde it on horseback. There were eeven orc regiments in dl, wdl over two thousand orcs. They
marched as shieldrons—squares Sx orcs wide and Sx orcs deep.

Behind this deadly force followed its baggage train—wagons with soldiers and women tralling after
them. In contrast to the orcs, the baggage tran moved as a disorganized mass, with wagons and
personne from different regiments mingled together. Confusion reigned.

The remainder of the amy brought up the rear, and it was more disciplined. The foot soldiers moved
amog as smartly as the orcs. Cavary squadrons scouted the countryside or patrolled the army’s flanks.
Theking came lagt, with his guardsmen protecting him and carrying messages.

With the orcs marching in battle formation, Dar and Twea were forced to walk in the baggage train. It
was High Murdant Kol’s domain, since the officers rode dongside the orcs. To Dar’'s dismay, she
discovered that—Ilike the Queen’s Man—his authority extended over dl the regiments. Thus, she found
no refuge among strangers. Ther looks and muttered comments reflected their hodtility. Evidently, Kol
had fanned it while Dar served in the royad compound. As she dogged down the muddy road,
Kovok-mah seemed as far away as Murdant Kol seemed close. Dar fdt asif Kol had dipped a nhoose
around her neck to tighten when the time was ripe.

Dar tried to digtract hersdf from this ominous feding by examining the countryside. Her viewpoint was
different from what it had been on her previous marches. Thistime, she was part of a huge amy and she
saw things from the midst of a mob. The orcs blocked gght of the road ahead, and the tralling troops
obscured what lay behind. Often, Dar couldn’t even see the opposite Side of the road. Whet little scenery
she glimpsad bore the marks of earlier conflicts. The deserted fields were going wild, and nothing made
by human hands was unmarred. All the buildings she passed were burned ruins. The only sgns of their
inhabitants were bones lying by the roadside, ill dressed in weethering rags.



The landscape had been dtered by death, and it had death’s diliness. Yet the absence of the enemy
heightened, rather than calmed, Dar’ s anxiety. The effect seemed universd. Everyone was edgy. Dar saw
itin the soldiers eyes and the frenetic riding of the scouts. Dar fdt as she had when waiting for the lash to
srike—the question was not if there'd be a blow, but when.

The tread of so many orcs churned the wet road until it was a morass. When the wagons bogged
down, Dar, and even Twea, were pressed to hep push them. Soon the march became mindiess
drudgery, which dulled Dar’ s apprehensions. By the time the army hdted its march for the day, she was
caked with mud and exhausted. Twea moved asif in a trance.

The women, tired as they were, had to set up camp and prepare porridge. When it was time to serve
the orcs, bathing was cursory. The water in the smdl basin quickly turned muddy, but it was't changed.
When the women returned from serving, few bothered to wash ther robes before staggering off to deep.
Dar made the effort, then returned to the Embrace of Muth la and found Kovok-mah's shelter. Twea
was sound adeep and Kovok-mah was aso. Dar quickly joined them.

As Murdants Teeg and Kol waked through the darkening camp, it was quiet. Only sentries moved
about. Teeg amiled gpprecidively at the scene. “It's good to be campaignin’ agan.”

“Yes” sad Kal. “A man grows stdein camp.”

“And poor,” said Teeg. “I could do with some loot.

Y ou're privy with the Queen’s Man, when's the firg chance for plunder?’
“We're headed for agmdl town,” sad Kal. “It's two days off.”
“Wdled?

“Nothing the piss eyes can’'t handle. | don’t think there'll be asege”

“Quick is best,” sad Teeg. “It means full larders and plump women. When | tup, | like a bit of
cushion.”

Kol merdy grunted.

“Yedon't seem fond of bony bitches yersdf,” said Teeg. “Ye sddom use yer woman.”
“l use her dl thetime” said Kol. “ She's the one that told me about Memni.”

“That was a proud bit of work,” said Teeg. “The hitches have hopped to it ever snce”
“They need an example every once in awhile, and | wanted the practice.”

“For what? The weasd 7’

Kol amiled. “Her day is coming.”

“What about the piss eye?’

“Soon hell be no problem,” said Kal.

“How come?’



“This campaign will be different from the last. More than raiding.”

“How'd ye know that?’

“The mage s auguries. Expect a battle. A big one”

“So0? What does that have to do with the piss eye?’

“He and his friends will serve as bait,” sad Kol, “and you know what happens to bait.”
“Why would the king forsake his piss eyes?’ asked Teeg. “They’ re mighty handy.”
“He can get more,” said Kal. “After dl, he holds ther queen.”

“I'magmple man,” said Teeg. “Such cleverness hurts my head.”

The two men reached ther tent and found Neena adeep upon Kol’s bedrall. “Wél, she's a cheeky
dut,” said Teeg, “comin’ in without yer leave.”

“She probably has some information,” said Kal. “1 told her to keep an eye on Dar.”

Teeg eyed the degping woman. “Ye plan on pokin' her t' night?’

A sardonic amile came to Kol’ s lips. “Why do you ask?’

“Knowin' ye, €l go to waste,” said Teeg. “But since there' s naught to drink, | could use atup.”
“| thought you didiked bony women.”

“I'mapracticad dog,” sad Teeg. “If | can’t have meat, I'll make glad with a bone.”

“I’'m going to check the sentries,” said Kol. “Don’t take too long.”

Teeg grinned and disappeared into the tent.

Kol began hisrounds. They eventudly took him to the outer edge of the orcs encampment. The nesat
arrangement of ther shelters contrasted with the muddied sprawl of its human counterpart. The orc
sentries moved smartly within the confines of the upright branches. They watched Kol as he approached,
their eyes glowing gold inthe day’ s last light. Kol had served dongside orcs for years, but their gaze ill
gave him shivers. They didn’t fear him, and that made him uneasy.

Dar’'s somewhere in there, thought Kol, safe with her piss eye. The idea provoked him. He
clenched hisfig and thought of whips.

The road was nearly dry the next day, and waking was easer. Everything ese was harder. Rations
were cut again, and hunger made everyone irritable. Two women from other regiments were flogged. Dar
never found out why. Life was reduced to taking the next step and saying out of trouble. Dar marched
when she was told, rested when she was alowed, and obeyed every order. She made sure that Twea
did the same. In the harshness of the march, life at base camp seemed like a pleasant dream.

Dar endured the second day of marching, and then endured the third. It ended differently from the firg



two. The march stopped early in the afternoon, and the orcs didn’'t set up an encampment. They merdy
piled up their bundled shelters and regrouped to form a broad, deep mass of shiddrons. Human officers
rode among them, shouting orders in broken Orcish. The orcs began to move dowly, while the baggage
tran stayed put.

Aware that something was happening, Dar became dert. She gazed about and saw the countryside
was unspoiled. There were gpple trees flanking the near sde of the road, thar fruit ill green and tiny.
The lanes between the trees had been newly scythed. The tool that had done it lay dropped at the edge
of high grass. There was generd confusion within the hated baggage train, and Dar decided to dimb a
tree to view what was taking place. She found an apple tree with atal, stout trunk and dimbed it esslly.

Thefirg thing Dar saw was a town of whitewashed stone buildings surrounded by a low wal. Work
seemed underway to make the wdl higher, but only asmdl stretch had been completed. The townsfolk’s
preparation for an attack had started too late. From her perchinthe tree, Dar could hear bdls ringing the
dam.

The town lay within a broad valey, close enough for Dar to see its panicked residents scurrying about.
Lush fidds surrounded it. A samdl river wrapped around part of its wdls, but in the wrong place to be an
obstacle to the orcs. From Dar's viewpoint, the king's forces appeared arranged like tokens in an old
highland game cdled ston€'s battle. Orcs and men took the place of different-colored pebbles; yet Dar
percaived the drategy of the forthcoming attack by therr positions. The orcs stood massed on the high
dope of the valey's Sde, preparing to advance when darkness gave their night-keen eyes the advantage.
The king's cavary occupied postions on the far sde of the vdley to cut off any escape. Foot soldiers
were beginning to march around the orcs, to reinforce the horsemen and to loot the town after it was
taken.

“Hey, bitch!” shouted a murdant. “Get down from there!”

Dar dimbed down. The murdant struck her for shirking and ordered her to report to her unit. Dar
wandered about the milling soldiers and women until she found Neffa. “Go to Teeg's wagon,” said Neffa,
“get those black seeds, and give them to the piss eyes”

Dar went to the wagon and filled a amdl sack with washuthahi seeds. Then she headed for the orc
formation. The orc shiddrons didn’t carry banners or other identifying devices, and thar utilitarian armor
varied little between individuas. Thus, Dar had difficulty finding the shieldrons from her regiment. Women
from other regiments Smply handed out seeds randomly, but Dar wouldn't do that. She searched urtil
ghe found the orcs she knew. When she did, she said not only the serving phrase, but also added “Fasat
Muth laluthat tha”” May Muth la protect you.

When she spoke to Kovok-mah, he looked so sad that she impulsvely stroked his cheek. Then she
turned away quickly, so he wouldn't see her tears.

Thirty-four

There was no place for Twea or Dar to deep. The orcs had left no encampment and the women
wouldn't have them. Dar and Twea wandered about camp, dodging sentries until it was dusk. Then Dar
returned to the gpple tree she had dimbed earlier. One of its branches was nearly horizonta and thick



enough for Twea to lie upon. When no one was looking, they climbed into the tree, hoping its leaves and
the growing darkness would hide them.

Tweafdl adeep, but Dar could find no comfortable perch, and the looming attack weighed heavily on
her mind. When it grew dark, she dimbed until she could view the town. The waning crescent moon
wouldn't rise until eerly morning, so it would be a dark night. As the lagt light faded, watch fires were lit
dong the town's wals The orange flames reflected off the whitewashed buildings, making the town
shimmer like a bright mirage in the night. Dar heard the soft sound of tramping feet. She could barely see
the mass of orcs as they marched into the vdley. In the darkness, they seemed like a shadow passing
over the fidds.

When the shadow reached the light from the watch fires, it resolved into an army. The orcs attacked
where the wdl was lowest and carried ladders to surmount it. They pressed agang the meager
fortifications, and from Dar’'s perch thar movements resembled a wave driking an obstacle that could
resst it only briefly before being overflowed. The fires went out where the orcs poured over the wdl. The
urkzmmuthi fought slently. All the sounds were human—only shouts at firg, then cries more distressing
to hear. Even a a distance, Dar was horrified as her imagination gave substance to what she could bardy
see. Still, she couldn’t take her eyes away. The town grew dowly dark as its fires were extinguished until
it was only avague, gray shape in the black valey. Dar dimbed downward, wedged her body between
the tree’s trunk and alimb, and tried to rest.

Sometimein the night, Dar sensed that the tree had changed. She opened her eyes and saw that it was
lesfless. Its branches held her high above a different valey, which was dark and filled with mist. Dar
could see the lay of the land but little more, except for one thing: The valey seemed filled with stars. On
second look, Dar redized that the “sars’ were something else. They were gold, not white, and the migt
couldn’'t obscure them. They gleamed undimmed, and Dar loved them.

The lights commenced to move through the valey. When they reached the midpoint, Dar saw an
ominous darkness. Like two separate waves, it crashed againg the lights from ather sde. When it
touched them, they winked out. Each time a light disappeared, Dar fdt a stab of sorrow. As more lights
vanished, her grief grew until it became unbearable. “Why?’ she cried out. “Why do you show methis?’

The tree became the old apple tree within the orchard, lefy with the growth of spring. Twea was
cdling in afrightened voice, “Dar, are you dl right? Why are you crying?’

With difficulty, Dar suppressed her sobs but not the grief that caused them. “I just had a bad dream,”
she said. “Go back to deep.”

Twea said nothing more, and after a while Dar assumed she was adeep. Dar couldn’t even shut her
eyes. She waited for dawn to come, fearfully pondering what she had seen.

Kregant Il dso waited for dawn. He had spent the night in the company of his mage, drinking and
pacing about his tent. Guardsmen reported frequently with news of the battle' s progress. Their accounts
were optimigtic, but sketchy, for none of the king's human troops had entered the town. They wouldn't
advance until sunrise. Thus, despite the encouraging reports, the king remained nervous.

“Othar,” said the king. “The bones did say that we will win?’
“Yes, gre” replied the mage. Though he had logt count of how many times he had answered the same



question, hisvoice didn't betray his weariness of it.

“And they say the town’s arich prize?’

“l saw gold, sire. The bones didn’t say how much.”

“By Karm's teeth, then what’ s their use?’

“They will repay ther price,” sad the sorcerer. “Many times over.”

“They'd better,” said the king.

“Are you unhappy with my counsd?’ asked Othar in alow, even voice.

. “ Np,” sad Kregant quickly, his face growing pae. “I...1 only meant the treasury is bare. | need

victories”

Othar’s withered lips formed what passed for a amile “Wisdom is never cheap. You should be glad it
only cost you gold.”

“Maybe you should consult the bones again,” said the king. “I wish to know more about the greet
battle they foretdll.”

“I'll need another child for that,” said the mage. “ Perhaps, after the town istaken...”
“Theré s abranded girl in camp. I'll have her fetched.”

“Lads are best,” sad the mage, wishing to postpone another sesson in the black tent. “Besides, the
bones have dready reveded much.”

“So about the battle, the great one, | mean. Are you certain of its outcome?’

Othar chose his words with care. “The bones say our ends will be achieved.” He was thankful when
the king was appeased by that answer and resumed drinking. The mage found Kregant's demand for
certainty annoying. Necromancy was a subtle business, and the guidance it provided was sddom
unambiguous. The entity behind the bones didn’'t reved everything. Moreover, Othar was aware that it
hed a bias toward bloodshed. The bones' counsels often seemed excessive, but thet never prevented him
from promoating them.

The sorcerer was more disturbed by something that had occurred recently. He had become conscious
that a second entity struggled with the firdt. This struggle was apparent in the omens he received when he
cast the bones. Something was muddiing them, rendering their predictions more vague then usud and
their guidance harder to interpret. Yet Othar remained convinced that his auguries were sound. If the
details were unclear, the broad outlines were not. There would be a gresat battle. Thousands would be
daughtered. The bones said he would benefit, and that was sufficient for him.

Kovok-mah was glad when the sun rose, for it meant the washavoki soldiers would arrive soon. Then
he could leave and cleanse himsdf of the night's deadly employment. It hadn’'t been difficult work; the
frightened washavokis upon the wal had been easy to kill and there were no orders to day woe mans or
grdl washavokis if they didn't carry ams. Kovok-mah didn’'t even kill the hairy-faced washavokis



unless they tried to kill him. Others were less restrained—the fringe on Garga-tok’s cape would have
many new ears—but for his part, Kovok-mah was tired of death.

The soldiers entrance into the town was noisy. There were shouting and women's screams
accompanied by the crash and smash of looting. Kovok-mah was familiar with dl those noises. Once the
washavokis drank burning water, they would grow louder. Kovok-mah heard hoofbeats. A washavoki
tolum rode down the cobbled street. He swayed dightly in the saddle, dready betraying the effects of
drink. The tolum stopped when he saw Kovok-mah, showed his dog's teeth, and addressed him in
broken Orcish. “Queen’s Man say ‘good, good.” Sons keep promise. Happy queen. Y ou go now.”

Before Kovok-mah headed up the ridge, he walked into the river, dill wearing death’s hard clothes.
He stopped only when the water reached his neck. Then he stood motionless, so the blood could wash
from the iron that wrapped his body. He stood that way for along time, for he wanted not only the blood
to be gone, but dso the scent of blood and the odor of fear and pain that accompanied it.

Glee spread through the camp with news of victory. Dar and Twea dimbed down from the tree a
dawn to the sounds of cheering. When they reported to Neffa, she put them to work digging a fire pit.
The digging was necessary because there had been no cooking the previous night. Instead, the women
hed served “battle porridge’—uncooked grain soaked in water.

“Digalong one” Neffatold Dar. “Theréll be lots to cook today.”

The other women showed up talking excitedly of ddlicacies that would come from the looted town and
giftsthe soldiers might bestow. The men disappeared, a sure Sgn that the orcs had vacated the town and
it was ripe for plunder. Women drifted off to see what they could from the ridge. Every once in a while,
one would run back with a bit of news Livestock was being herded toward the camp. Buildings were
ablaze. Bodies floated in the river.

Late in the morning, the first soldiers returned, most of them drunk. Rumors arrived with them: A duke
had been captured. No, it was a prince—King Feisav’s own son. There was a room filled with gold.
The wine had been poisoned. The prince was, in fact, a princess, and soldiers had raped her. All the
women would receive jewels.

Neffa sent Dar to gather firewood after the pit was dug. Twea came with her without Neffa's leave,
but Dar didn't worry that it would cause trouble. There was a generd air of jubilation, and even Neffa
hed been infected. When Dar and Twea gathered enough wood to appear to be working, Dar went to
find the orcs. She discovered they had set up ther encampment on the far Sde of the orchard, more
digant from the humans than usud. The upright branches that marked Muth la's Embrace had been
erected, dong with shdlters. These were arranged to form a wide circle, and in the center of the cirde
was a pile of wood. It was dready large, and orcs were continuing to add to it. Close by, the bodies of
their dan lay upon rolled-up shelters.

Dar and Twea entered the Embrace, dill carrying the firewood they had gathered. In contrast to the
increesngly loud and raucous sounds coming from the human camp, the circle was quiet. Dar sensed the
solemnity of the occasion. She walked to the pile of wood and added the branches she had gathered.
Twea did the same. Then they began to search for Kovok-mah. Mogt of the orcs Dar encountered were
drange to her; yet dl seemed to recognize her. Over and over again, she heard a phrase being murmured
as she passed, “muth velavash,” but she didn’t know what it meant.

Dar findly spied Kovok-mah carrying aload of branches to the pile. She waited until he dropped them



before she approached. To her rdief, Kovok-mah appeared uninjured. When he saw her, he amiled
sadly as he gestured toward the human camp. “Washavokis are happy,” he said in Orcish.

“This mother is not happy.”

“Because you are not crue.”

“Kowvy!” said Twea. “| deptinatree!”

Kovok-mah amiled, thistime without sadness. “Tree is good place for bird.”
“But not for Little Bird,” said Twea. “It was hard and scratchy.”

“For Little Bird, lgp is better nest,” said Kovok-mah.

“Whet will urkzimmuthi do now?” asked Dar.

“Wewill rest,” said Kovok-mah.

“May we rest with you awhile?’ asked Dar. “I did not deep lagt night.”

“Dar was crying,” said Twea

“What is crying?’ asked Kovok-mah.

“Sound washavokis make when they are sad,” sad Dar.

“Ha,” said Kovok-mah. “1 have heard you make this sound. Were you sad for dead washavokis?’
“l had another vison,” said Dar. “Though | didn’t understand it, it made me cry.”

Kovok-mah regarded Dar with an enigmatic expression, then raised his hand in front of his chest to
make the 9gn of Muth la. Dar knew he wouldn’t comment on her vison, so she changed the subject.
“What does ‘muth velavash’' mean?’

“Mother who blesses” said Kovok-mah. “All who you blessed 4ill live”
“When | said ‘May Muth la protect you,” it was awish, not ablessing.”

“Those were words for blessng,” said Kovok-mah. “Perhaps Muth la placed them in your chest.”

Thirty-five

Dar dept dreamlesdy until she woke with a start. Kovok-mah dumbered, but Twea was gone. Dar
quickly peered outsde. The sun was low in the sky; she had overdept. Dar |eft the shelter and gazed
about the Embrace. Twea was nowhere to be seen. Dar entered the shdter and shook Kovok-mah
awake. “WhereisLittle Bird?’

Kovok-mah blinked deepily. “Little Bird?’



“She’'s gone. Do you know where she went?’
“Thwa”

“Perhaps she' s getting ready to serve.”
“Wewill not eat this day, for dain join Muth 1a”

“Then I'd better find her,” said Dar. She Ieft the shelter and headed for the other camp. On the way,
she grabbed a few gticks of firewood. The noise coming from the camp had grown to a dull roar, and
Dar arrived upon a chaotic scene. Everyone was cdebrating, and no one she encountered seemed sober.
After days of short rations, food and drink were everywhere.

Dar made her way to the cooking pit. Her subterfuge with the firewood was unnecessary, for
discipline seemed to have collapsed. No one was in charge. A smdl pig charred untended on a spit. A
kettle smoked on the fire. The ground was littered with empty bottles, bread crusts, cheese rinds, and
other haf-eatentidbits. Y esterday the litter would have been considered a feast.

Few women were about. Those Dar saw seemed as drunk as the soldiers. Some sported new clothes.
One woman sumbled by in alady’s brocade dress, her lip swollen and bloody. Another staggered about
naked.

Dar grabbed a bread crust from the dirt and ate it as she continued her search for Twea. Worried that
the gil wasin some soldier’s tent, she looked among them firgt. The flaps on many were either missng or
open, so Dar could see the activities ingde. Most of the participants were too intoxicated to care who
saw them. When a tent’s flgps were closed, Dar parted them, peeked indde, and hurried on. As she
moved from tent to tent, she grew more anxious. Drink had made the soldiers reckless as wel as randy,
and Dar feared that drunken men wouldn't be deterred by Kovok-mah's threet.

Dar heard Twea's laugh. She froze and listened. She heard the laugh again. Thistime, she traced to its
source. It was atent. Its flap was closed. Dar rushed over and threw it open.

Twea sat on a bedroll beside a soldier, a large fleshy man whose jerkin was open to reved a chest
covered with curls of thick black hair. Twea held a bottle, and her face had a slly, vacant expression.
Thehem of her shift was pulled high up her thighs and the soldier was waking his fingers up her skinny
legs, pretending they were atiny man. Twea laughed at the game, but Dar knew where the fingers were
headed. “Leave that girl donel” she shouted. “An orc protects her.”

“Dar!” said Tweain a durred voice. She started to get up, but the man pressed his hand againg her
thigh, forcing her to remain put.

The soldier regarded Dar. “I see no piss eye, and | don't recdl invitin' ye” He looked Dar over and
amiled drunkenly. “But more' s merrier. I’'m man enough for the both of ye”

Dar amiled and entered the tent. “All right,” she said, “but big girls fird.” She stepped over Twea's
legs so she stood between her and the soldier. Then she kndt down, forcing the two apart. “Girls with tits
are more fun. Don't you agree?”’

The man flashed a stupid grin by way of reply. When he grabbed Dar’s breasts, she said, “Twes, get

As Twea started to rise, the soldier ydled. “Hey! | didn't say...”
The point of Dar’s dagger cut him short. Dar pressed it just hard enough againg the base of his chin to



dimple his flesh. Dar glanced toward Twea and saw that the girl was saring wide-eyed at the blade.
“Move, Tweal” she shouted. “Close the flgp and wait outside!”

After Twea sumbled out, Dar pushed dightly harder on the dagger, drawing some blood. “The orc's
not here,” she whispered, “so I'll tdl you what he said. It was *hurt her and die’”

Terror turned the soldier sober. “I didn't hurt her,” he said, his eyes pleading.
“I’'m going to ensure you never do,” replied Dar, readying to plunge the dagger in.

The soldier whimpered and closed his eyes, and that pathetic gesture made Dar pause. She couldn’t
bring hersdf to kill the man. She watched him tremble for along moment, then withdrew the dagger. “The
girl’sunharmed, so I'll leave you be. Tomorrow, ask about. You'll find | wasn't bluffing about the orc.”

Dar |eft the tent and looked sternly at Twea, who wavered on ungteady feet. Twea's wide-eyed stare
remained. “You kill him?’

Dar sheathed her dagger. “No. What were you doing there?’
“Hewasnice” sad Twea
“You're drunk, and it's made you stupid,” said Dar, grabbing Twea s am. “Come with me”

Dar marched the staggering gifl through the camp and orchard to Kovok-mah's shdlter, then pushed
her inddeit. The orc was absent, and Dar assumed it had something to do with ceremonies for the dain.
“You stay there” said Dar. “You got into enough trouble tonight.”

“Will you tdl Kovy?’

“Hell smdl the drink on your breath, but I'll keep mum about the man. You' d better, too.”
“Dar?’

“What?’

“I'm hungry.”

Da gghed. “Didn’t you eat?’

“The man gave me some honeyed fruit. That's dl.”

“I'll get you some bread. It'll soak up the wine. But you stay here. Understand?’

Twea nodded, and Dar returned to camp to find some bread. The crusts and other scattered leavings
hed been further trampled, and she was hard-pressed to find anything suitable to eat. She was dill
searching when someone called her name. Dar turned and saw Sevren amiling & her. As far as she could
tdl, he was sober. “I’vefindly found you,” he said.

“You have,” replied Dar.
“What are you doing?’
“Trying to find something for Twea to eat. We seemed to have missed the fun.”

“You sound like you do na approve.”



“Do you?’
“Soldiering’s a hard life. Men grab what pleasure they can.”
“Doexn't this bother you?’ asked Dar.

“Aye, but | can na change others natures. Come, I'll take you to the royd compound. You need na
pick your dinner off the ground.”

“Davot sad people are flogged for taking the king's food.”
“Our king is generous tonight. There's bread gplenty.”
“So, he' s openhanded with others things. At least, those things that spail.”

“| see you understand Our Magesty,” said Sevren. “Come. The food will na taste the worse for coming
from him.”

Dar sghed. “A man once told me an empty belly’s a great cure for a conscience.”
“He mus have been a soldier.”

Dar and Sevren walked to the roya compound, which seemed just as opulent as it had a base camp.
An unhitched wagon was outside, and it held a considerable amount of bread. “You should have seen it
when it firg arrived,” said Sevren. “It was filled to overflowing with al manner of victuds” He dimbed
onto the wagon’s bed and started sorting through the loaves. “It's been picked over,” he sad as he
examined what was left. “Ah! They missed aprize” He handed Dar a large loaf of soft, white bread that
hed fruit cooked init. Dar’s mouth watered.

“| should take this back to Twea,” she said.
Sevren looked disgppointed. “Before you do, | have something for you. I'll get it.” Then he hurried off.

Dar listened to the sounds of carouse as she waited for Sevren's return. She recdled the cries she had
heard the previous night and thought how the pleasure about her had been bought with others pain and
loss. She was dill thinking this when Sevren arrived with a bundle of light brown cloth. He handed it to
her. Dar unfolded it. It was a shift that looked nearly new. It was a Smple garment, but its fabric was
findy woven and wel sawn. Sevren amiled broadly and stated the obvious. “It's for you.”

Dar didn't return hissmile, and her voice was cool when she replied. “Where did you get this? What
womean died so | might have it?’

The amile vanished from Sevren's face. “Guardsmen do na loot. | got this from a wagon. It's part of

“A finedidinction,” sad Dar. “How can | wear this and not think of another’s sorrow?’

“You do naknow her fate, and nado I,” said Sevren. “It may be a sad one. Y, if you were to burn
this dress, it would na mend her life”

Dar fingered the fabric. Nothing she had ever worn had been so soft. “I can't take this”
“Then your pride will leave you naked.”

“It'snot pride.”



“Isit na pride to beieve you can change the world? We are na kings and queens. We mud live as best

we can and do wha good is in our power. Wear this dress, and by your deeds requite another’s
misfortune.”

Dar dlently gazed at the garment in her hand, loath to let it go and feding guilty that she wanted it. Her
“good” shift, twice torn and twice mended, was becoming arag. Her other shift dready was.

“All of us are naked when we journey westward,” said Sevren, sensng Dar’s turmail. “When you
gand before Karm, this dress will be forgotten.”

“| fear I'll make that journey soon,” said Dar.

“"Tismy hope you'll journey south, instead, and have along life as a free woman.”
Dar hedtated awhile longer, then Sghed and said, “I’ll keep it

“I'mglad,” said Sevren.

“I mugt go. Twed' s hungry.”

“I'll walk with you,” said Sevren. “The men are wild with drink.”

Dar didn't protest, and Sevren accompanied her until they separated at the orcs encampment. Dar
entered Muth |a's Embrace. The pyre at its center was ablaze. The dain orcs lay upon it. Dar had heard
of men who burned their dead fully armed and decked out in war’s finery. The orcs, however, I€ft this
world naked and reging on the same reed shdters that had comforted them in life The living orcs
encircled the pyre, stting motionless. As flames reached higher into the sky, they began ther lament.

The voices sang of neither vaor nor glory. Instead, they addressed the dain with verses ending with
therefran:
“Your scent lingers,
And we think of you,
Though you have wandered.
From sght and touch.

Into Our Mother's ams.”

Soon, the deep, mournful voices drowned out the sounds coming from the other camp.

Thirty-six

“Wake up, Tweg,” said Dar.

Twea moaned and rolled over in Kovok-mah's lap. “My head hurts.”



“That’'swine' sway with slly girls Now get up! We have to work.”

If the exchange roused Kovok-mah, he gave no dgn of it. His eyes remained closed as Twea joined
Da outsde the shelter. The promise of dawn lit the sky. Twea moaned again.

“I hope your head aches dl day,” said Dar, “to remind you of how stupid you were. That man was not
nice. You're lucky you didn't find out how unnice he redly was”

Despite her throbbing head, Twea managed a amile. “Well, someone was nice to you. Where' d you
Oet that dress?’

Dar’ s face reddened. “Sevren gave it to me. And not for the reason you think.”

Twea put on an innocent face. “Whét reason is that?’

“He gave it to me because he likes me, the slly man.”

“I'll say he'sdlly,” sad Twea

Dar scowled. “Come on. Let’s not rile Neffa. Her head probably hurts as bad as yours”

When Twea and Dar arrived at the fire pit, no one was there. Dar found a ladle and poked it into a
kettle of burned stew. Some of the sew was edible, though it had a scorched, bitter taste. Twea's
somach was too queasy for her to eat. Neffa dragged in a dawn and glared a Dar with bloodshot eyes.
“Why aren’t you making porridge? Do | have to tdl you everything?’

Da didn't point out that they hadn’t cooked porridge in the morning since beginning the march.
Instead, she merdly asked how much to make. “A full ration,” replied Neffa. “The men will be in foul
temper. Hot food may help.”

Dar went to the supply wagon and measured out afull ration of grain, then returned to the cooking pit,
where Twea was darting a fire. Twea grinned and nudged Dar. “Neffa's wearing new shoes,” she
whispered.

Dar looked and saw that Neffa s ratty sandals had been replaced by new footwear. “Some soldier
mug have got very drunk last night,” she replied.

Tweagiggled.

Other women arrived dowly, most of them hungover. Ther misry didn't prevent them from
comparing the gifts each had received from soldiers. Some wore new clothing—dresses, cloaks, or
shoes. Others had trinkets.

“Have you seen Neena?’ asked one woman.

“Aye” sad another. “Murdant Kol gave her afine new dress...”
“l heard two,” said a third woman.

“...and apair of boots and jewels”

“They’re only glass beads,” sad the third.

“Wdl she puts on airs like they’re rubies”



“I wish | were the high murdant’s woman,” said the firg with asgh.

With that wisful comment, dl three women glanced a Dar. They noticed her new dress and began to
whisper among themsdves. It pleased Dar thet they were unable to satidy thar curiogty.

The soldiers staggered in even later than the women, and the murdants appeared last of al. When they
did, discipline returned with a vengeance. In the course of the morning, severa floggings were meted ouit.
Before noon, everyone was hard & work. The soldiers were sent into the town to systemdicaly pillage
supplies. The women spent the day cooking and presaerving food. When Dar and Twea took the orcs
their med, it indluded meat and roots for the firg time in weeks. Dar was surprised to find that the only
trace of the funerd pyre was a darkened patch of ground; dl the ashes had disappeared. As she served
the orcs their food, the soldiers torched the town.

The fallowing morning, the aramy resumed its march with clear heads and full bellies. Dar, Twea, and
five other women were assigned to drive a mixed herd of cows and sheep on the march. Each day, the
herd grew smdler as it was devoured. The amy took new ground as it advanced; yet that was dl it took.
The farms the soldiers overran were empty and whatever food or supplies they contained had been
carried off or destroyed. The next town they reached was equdly barren. By then, the sheep and cows
were gone, as was most of the other food. The larders that were expected to replenish the amy’s rations
were bare. The soldiers burned them, but their ashes didn’t fill their growling stomachs.

The amy had been on the march for days when it torched the empty town. By then, even Dar
understood their Stuation. From the conversations she overheard and her own observations, she
surmised the defenders’ strategy. An invading army lived off plunder, and King Feistav had destroyed his
own subjects goods lest they fdl into King Kregant's hands. The invaders were marching into a
wadtdland, and the farther they marched, the more desperate became their circumstances. Dar wasn't
privy to the meetingsin the king's tent, but she saw the scouts ride out into the countryside and she went
on the forced marches when they brought news of an unspoiled prize.

Evey forced march ended in disappointment. Three more times they reached empty, smoldering
towns. Rations were haved, then halved again. Each day’s march was an exhausting and fruitless ordedl.
Kovok-mah became withdravn. Dar was uncertain of the cause, though she suspected it was the
weariness that afflicted everyone. Only Twea could raise his spirits, and only occasondly. Twea grew
ever thinner. The soles of her feet cracked from days of waking and Dar often carried her, feding both
relieved and distressed that she was 0 light a burden.

The king's party dways stayed safdy at the rear. King Kregant kept his guardsmen close to his
person, sending them out only to bear messages to his commanders. Dar saw Sevren occasondly upon
such errands. He dways waved, but never stopped. Dar suspected that he wasn't dlowed.

One night after another trying day, Dar was roused from deep by an orc sentry. “Muth velavash,” he
cdled from outsde Kovok-mah's shelter.

“Ha?

“There is washavoki that cdlsfor Dargu. It will not go away.”
“Who isthis washavoki?’ asked Dar.

“l do not know. It wears red and blue”

Sevren, thought Dar. “I will see thiswashavoki.” She left the shelter and followed the sentry. Though a
gibbous moon shone brightly, Dar could see no Sgn of Sevren. The sentry led Dar toward a thicket of



weeds that lay just outsde Muth la's Embrace. When Dar approached the thicket, Sevren rose from it
and softly cdled her name.

“Sevren, what are you doing here?’

“Keep your voice down,” he answered. He waved for her to join him before snking into his hiding
place. Dar found Sevren and squatted next to him. “What' s this about?” she asked.

He handed her a loaf of bread. It fdt hard and stde, but it was intact. “For you and Twea,” he said.
“Theking'sfinest.”

“How’d you get this?’

“Be careful,” sad Sevren. “You'll be flogged if you're caught with it.”
Dar guessed the answer to her question. “Y ou stole this from the king!”
“You deserve it more than he does.”

“But you could be flogged for taking it!”

“’Twould be my least pendty for tonight's offenses,” said Sevren. “All were worth the risk. | had to
seeyou.”

“Why?"
“I know you and Twea are hungry. | was worried.”
“We'redl hungry.”

“Other things worry me, too. Something's amiss”
“Wha?' asked Dar.

“We're being led into a trap. It’'s obvious. Each town is dangled as bait, then destroyed just before we
reach it. Tomorrow, well do another forced march into the Vde of Pines. 'Tis the perfect spot for an

“Have you told the king?’

“He has generds to do that, and they’re more clever than a guardsman. They know what’s going on.
They're doing this with open eyes”

“Why?

“I've na idea, except the mage is involved. The Queen's Man has a part, too. They've been thick
together.”

“Why are you tdling me this?’
“For two reasons. Warn your protectors...”
“You mean the orcs?’

“Yes, the orcs. They'll lead any attack. Warn them they’re going into a trap. And you should know
thet if the orcs are dain, the soldiers will abandon you. They care only for their own skins. Move clear of



the baggage train when the attack begins. | swear by Karm I'll find you.”
“You frighten me,” sad Dar.
“There's nahdping that. | want you safe. Twea, t00.”
“You've risked your life to tdl me this, haven't you?’

“I've risked my life many times, but seldom for so good a reason.” Sevren peered over the weeds and
looked about. “The way’s clear,” he said. “I should go.”

“Wait! | have something for you.”
“What?’
“Something you may want,” Dar said. “I just discovered it.” Then she kissed him.

Dar returned to Kovok-mah's shelter and shook him awake.

“Atham?’ he asked in a despy voice. What?

Dar replied in Orcish in case Twea overheard. “1've learned of greet danger.”
“What isit?’

“Tomorrow, if you fight, there€'ll be...” Dar couldn’t think of the Orcish word for “trgp.” Neither could
ghe think of words for “trick,” “decet,” or “double-cross.” A moment’s reflection made her redize that
the orcs lacked terms for every form of deception she could imagine, and she lacked the words to
describe the threat. “.. .theré |l be much danger.”

“There s dways danger,” said Kovok-mah.

“But urkzimmuthi will die and washavoki soldiers won't.”

“This often happens.”

“Thwa, thwa, thwa,” said Dar. “Tomorrow will be different.”

“Each battleis different.”

“Washavokiswill hide like cat to jump on mouse” said Dar, trying to describe an ambush.

“That has happened before. I’ ve seen it in other battles.”

“But washavokis have spoken words without meaning. Urkzimmuthi will die for no reason,” said Dar.

“Words spoken by washavokis often make little sense. Yet | know they want us to kill. Our queen has
promised we would. If we die, thet is reason.”

In the darkness within the shelter, Dar couldn’t see Kovok-mah's face, only the faint green dlint of his
eyes. They pierced the gloom better than hers. “Dargu, don’t be sad,” he said in a gentle voice.

“Why don’t you understand? Y ou must understand! Who leads urkzimmuthi fighters?’



“Queen’s Man and histolums”

“Thwa” said Dar. “Which son leads fighters?’

“Thereis no such son.”

“Some sons have capes,” said Dar. “Are they not leeders?’

“They're not like washavoki tolums that tdl us wha to do,” sad Kovok-mah. “Cape is 9gn of
wisdom. Sons choose to ligen.”

“You're wise. Sonswill ligen to you.”

“What should | say? Fghting is dangerous? Washavokis are crud? Thisis common wisdom.”
“Tomorrow will be different,” said Dar. “Many sonswill die”

“You've seen little fighting. Many often die.”

As Dar pondered how she might make Kovok-mah understand how the orcs would be betrayed, she
recalled how Murdant Teeg had compared them to hunting dogs. “They're strong and tough,” he had
sad, “but they lack guile. 1t's guile that wins battles” How can creatures unable to lie comprehend
treachery? She envisoned Kovok-mah and the others marching to their annihilation, and she couldn’t
see how to prevent them.

Thirty-seven

The next day’s forced march seemed to Dar like ligening to a long, sad tae that she adready knew.
She mugt endure the tdling, though she couldn’t change the ending. As the day progressed, her dread
grew. Dar’ s one consolation was that Twea was oblivious of the danger ahead. She had been delighted
by Sevren’s bread. She, Dar, and Kovok-mah had eaten some in the morning, and the gill behaved as if
it were a feast. The unexpected nourishment had perked up Twea s pirits and, for a while, livened her
steps. Yet Twed's energy was quickly spent. By afternoon, Dar carried her. She seemed a light burden
compared to her worries.

The army marched over grasdands, not bothering to pause at the empty farms dong the way. The
soldiers were spurred on by news of a great prize—not a town, but the goods from the emptied towns.
Scouts had reported that a smal force of the enemy escorted many heavily laden wagons. These dowed
their escort’ s flight, which was headed for the Vae of Pines.

As the march continued westward, the ralling land began to rise. Soon, dark green hills came into
view. The Vde of Pines wound through them. For awhile, the amy headed in its direction. Then, before
the enemy was sighted, King Kregant’s forces hdted. The orcs and their baggage train remained in place
while the foot soldiers and cavary regrouped into two forces. These took separate routes to the hills
around the vdley. The king and his guards followed one of them.

As the humean forces moved out, the Queen’s Man rode dongside the orc column and hated midpoint.
All the orcs turned to face him. Generd Tarkum rose up in his saddle and shouted in Orcish, “Hear



words your Grest Mother spoke to me!”
The orcs grew dill and slent. Dar listened with them.

“Great Mother wants sons to aid Great Washavoki. There are evil ones ahead. They mudt die. Thet is
her wisdom. Soldiers go to hills to protect you. Your path is different. Tolums will show way. Obey
them. Soon, Great Mother will hear of your deeds and be pleased.”

The Queen’s Man finished his speech by making the Sgn of the tree. To Dar, it was the crowning
duplicity. Though she was enraged, the orcs remained placid and watched without a murmur as the
generd rode off to join his retresting sovereign.

The orcs resumed advancing only after the human troops neared their destinations, which were the far
sdes of the hillsthat flanked the vae. By then, even Dar could see the plan. The laden wagons were King
Feigav’s bait to lure King Kregant's garving amy into the valey. Feistav’s forces were hidden on the
tree-covered hilltops. When the invaders took the bait, Feistav’s men would attack them on two sides
from high ground. King Kregant’'s strategy took the same ploy to the next level. The orcs were his bait to
lure his opponents from their ambush. After King Feistav’s troops left the hills, Kregant's men would
occupy them. From there, they would watch the orcs kill as many of ther attackers as they could. When
the orcs were vanquished, Kregant’s men would charge and finish the work the orcs had begun. Feistav
would lose, the orcs would lose, but Kregant would win.

Dar wondered why the orcs couldn’t envison this when she saw it o clearly. They' ve been in battles
before, she thought. Qurely they' ve seen ambushes. Then she findly grasped the depth of the orcs
loydty. They're honoring their queen’s promise, knowing it will cost their lives. Dar saw that the
orcs error was in thinking the Queen’s Man was as honorable as their queen. Dar marveled how a ruler
could inspire such devotion and how men could so treacheroudy abuseit.

Ye for dl her thinking, Dar saw no way to change anything. Sevren was right. Only kings and
gueens can change the world. All I can do is keep Twea and myself alive. That, done, would be
difficult enough.

The sun was low by the time the orc column marched into the Vde of Pines, and the valey’s grassy
floor was shadowed. A meandering stream ran through it, broad but shdlow from lack of rain. The hills
on ather Sde were steep, but not too steep for a charging horse or a running man to descend. Their
upper dopes were covered with pines and other evergreens. In the faling light, they looked nearly black.
Dar scanned them fearfully, looking for hogtile faces. She saw none.

Lacking cavary, some mounted officers rode ahead to serve as scouts. Soon after they returned, the
orcs and dl who followed them hated. From her podtion in the midgt of the baggage train, Dar could see
little, and no one about her seemed to know what was going on, beyond that the march had stopped.
Soldiers and women milled about the wagons, uncertain what to do or what would happen next. Dar
wondered if this was the time that she and Twea should get clear of the baggage train. The tenson in the
ar convinced her that it was. She grabbed Twea s hand and said, “ Come with me.”

Twea followed Dar without question, and the two made their way to the edge of the mob. Dar glanced
about, looking for the best avenue of escape. Farther up the vdley, the orcs were undrapping their
rolled-up sheters and setting them in a pile. It was a 9gn that they were preparing for battle. Dar
surveyed the surrounding hills. The valey had become narrower, but there was dill a wide expanse of
open ground to cross before she and Twea reached the dopes, which they would have to dimb to hide



among the trees. Dar wondered if Twea was up to the effort. Hight was desertion. If they were caught, it
meant execution.

As Dar weighed thair chances, she saw Murdant Kol riding toward them, leading a group of soldiers.
He was 4ill distant, but Dar could see he was shouting orders and scanning the faces in the milling crowd.
Dar guessed he was searching for someone, mogt likdy her. She pulled Twea back. “Where are we
going now?’ asked Twea.

“l have to hide you,” replied Dar.

Dar pushed their way through the confused women and soldiers until she spied an untended wagon.
She made her way over to it, and when it seemed no one was paying atention, she tossed Twea on its
bed. “Hide under the cover and stay there” said Dar. “I'll be back when it gets dark.” She saw the
frightened look on Twed s face. “It’ Il be dl right. Rest while I'm gone.”

Dar ran off, keeping her head low. Instead of fleeng Murdant Kol, she decided to move in his
direction. If she could dip by him, it would buy her time while he scrutinized the rest of the baggage train.
Also, she would be headed toward the orcs.

Dar’s plan worked, and she reached the head of the baggage train without getting caught. From where
she stood, she could view the orcs assuming battle postions. The shiddrons—each thirty-sx orcs
srong—moved into place like bricks in a wall. Soon they formed a thick line of fighters that stretched
from the hills on one sde of the vdley to those on the other. Kovok-mah had told Dar that his shiedron
would be on the right flank. Close to the hillsde! A chill ran through her as she redlized he would be one
of the firg hit in an ambush.

Dar had a sudden urge to see Kovok-mah one more time. | could hand out the washuthahi seeds.
That way, | won't attract attention. She turned back to find Neffa and volunteer for the job. Locating
Neffain dl the confuson took a long time, especidly snce Dar had to watch out for Kol and his men.
When she found her, Neffa seemed more distracted than usud. “I'll take out the washuthahi seeds,” said
Dar.

“Thewhat?’ asked Neffa
“The black seeds orcs get before battle,” sad Dar.
“Oh,” said Neffa “Too late. It's aready been done.”

Stymied, Dar returned to the head of the baggage column. The orcs were in pogtion, wating for
darkness to attack. The sun had set, but there was dill light in the sSky. Dar thought that she should return
to the wagon soon and attempt her escape with Twea.

As Dar pondered their chances, an unrdated thought popped into her head—All the orcs | blessed
survived the battle. Up to that moment, the idea that any words she uttered had specid power seemed
absurd. Casudties had been light when the town had been taken, and it didn't seem extraordinary that
the orcs she had blessed were unscathed. Y et, desperate and with no other means to affect the upcoming
battle, Dar suddenly became a believer in the potency of blessngs. Her urge to see Kovok-mah became
irresgible. Dar didn't question the impulse; she obeyed it and ran toward the orcs.

No one chased after Dar as she sprinted through the high grass. When she reached the orcs, she
anxioudy searched the ranks for Kovok-mah. When Dar findly spied him, she rushed over to where he
stood. “Dargu?’ he said, dearly surprised to see her.



“Fasat Muth laluthat tha” Dar said. May Muth la protect you.

Dar fdt she didn't have time to explain. If these words have any power, | must bless as many as |
can. She moved over to the orc on Kovok-mah's sde. “Fasat Muth la luthat tha” Then she blessed the
next orc, and the next.

“Hey bitch!” shouted a mounted officer. “What are you doing here?” The man didn't wait for Dar’'s
reply but spurred his horse as he drew his sword. Dar started to run, but the officer caught up with her in
afew paces and svung his sword. The fla of his blade dapped hard againg Dar’s buttocks. She gave a
ydp and the man laughed. Dar darted between the ranks to evade another blow, and the officer gave
chase.

Da ran as fag as she could, dipping between the motionless orcs to use them as obstacles for the
horseman. She was wel aware that adight twist of the wrist would transform a ginging blow into a lethd
one. Dar passed beyond the last of the orcs and hdted at the base of a hill. Her pursuer had ridden into
the open space between the orcs and the baggage train. Dar was unsure if he had abandoned the chase
or was waiting for her. She decided not to find out the hard way. Instead, she dropped to her hands and
knees and began crawling through the high grass on the dope.

Dar dowly dimbed the hill, gaying low to the ground to keep from being seen. Partway up the hill, the
ground became leve for a stretch. A huge spruce rose from this naturd terrace. The tree was dead and
much of its bark had fdlen away. The gray, bare wood gave the tree a skdetd look, the numerous
branchesitsribs. Dar crawled over to the tree and hid behind it. There, shetried to figure out how to get
back to Twea. Dar thought if she dlimbed the tree, she could spot the safest route.

The spruce’ s branches were close together and horizonta, making it easy to dimb. Soon Dar was high
above the ground with a commanding view of the valey. The campfires of the enemy were vigble in the
distance. She saw that the Queen’s Man's officers had gathered behind the massed orcs. She spied a
group of soldiers leaving the baggage train. They were headed in her direction. Though that discovery
was disurbing, it wasn't as unsattling as another one—the landscape was familiar. She had seen it before
in her vison of the golden lights.

Dar recdled watching the lights wink out, and the memory brought ominous forebodings. She started
to dimb down, but saw soldiers ascending the hill. Dar froze and waited. There were over two dozen
menin al, mosly murdants. A few brought women with them; Neena was the only one she recognized.
To Dar's dismay, everyone hdted beneath the tree. “Thisis the spot,” someone said.

Anxious minutes passed, then Dar saw more soldiers headed in her direction. There was a horseman
in front. It was getting too dark for her to make him out, but when he shouted, she recognized Kol's
voice. “Did you get her?’

“Nay, High Murdant.”
Kol spurred his horse up the hill. “By Karm’s haly ass! Then why are you here?’
“We searched high and low,” said a soldier.

“Then search again!” shouted Kol. “Find the brat and you'll find Dar. Tear apart the wagons if you
mudg, but get Dar! Don't return empty-handed!”

As Kol dismounted, soldiers scrambled down the hill, passing others ascending it. Dar heard Teeg's
voice cdl out: “Did they catch the weasd ?”’



“No,” sad Kol, gartling Dar with the venom he poured into that sngle word.

“There's dill time” said Teeg, breasthing heavily from dimbing. He surveyed the landscepe as he
rested. “Thisisagood spot,” he said. “High enough to see and not too close. Are those their campfires?’

“Yes” sad Kol. “You'd think at least they’d pretend to flee”

“Don’'t make no difference to piss eyes,” sad Teeg. He gazed a the bright moon highiin the sky. “That
will bother them, though. They' d have a better chancein the dark.”

“Light or dark, they’ve no chance a dl,” said Kol. “The scouts reckon there are six thousand in the
hills”

“It Il be bloody work,” said Teeg. “How fine to watch it from here.”

Kol tied Thunder’ s reins to one of the tree’ s lower branches, then joined Teeg to view the night unfold.
By then, Dar redized that those around the tree were the favored few who had been warned of the
upcoming danger. They wouldn’t be going anywhere soon. She considered dimbing down the tree,
jumping on Thunder, and gdloping off to get Twea. Having no experience riding, Dar redized that the
idea was more a measure of her desperation than a practicd plan. She rejected it. The terrible truth was
that she was stuck, unable to reach Twea. Throwing her life away wouldn't help the girl. All Dar could
do was wait and hope events would turn in her favor.

Thenight grew as dark as it was going to get. A damp chill came to the ill ar and mig rose from the
dream in the valey. The orcs were easly seen in the bright moonlight, as was the baggage train, a
hundred paces behind them. Dar could even discern that it was mosly women who remained with the
hated wagons. Men on horses shouted orders, and the orcs began to slently advance. Careful to be
quiet, Dar dimbed higher for a better view.

Thirty-eight

From her perch high in the tree, Dar watched drategy dissolve into chaos. The battle began in an
orderly enough manner. The orcs advanced to where the campfires burned. As they did, the mis rose
until it appeared as if they were wading through water. Upon some sgnd Dar couldn’'t hear, they
charged. The campfires were quickly extinguished. This it turned out, was aso a dgnd. Shouts
reverberated from the wooded hilltops and men boiled out from them like angry ants from agitated nedts.
Thar bodies blackened the dopes as they charged down them, the moonlight sparkling off the bare sted
of their blades.

The battle was joined and the night quickly filled with the sounds of daughter. Dar couldn’t distinguish
between man and orc in the writhing mass. The horrific deeds performed there were too far away to see;
yet Dar fdt themin her heart. Only fear of discovery kept her from sobbing. The fighting went on and on.
Dar log dl sense of time, and for along while she had little idea how the battle went. Eventudly, the dark
meass of fighters began to move toward the baggage train, dowly at fird, then ever more rapidly. Are the
orcs retreating? Dar wondered. Have they been overwhel med?

The sounds of combat grew louder. At fird, Dar thought it was because the fighting in the valey was



closer. Then she redlized that mogt of the sounds were coming from a new direction. The soldiers about
the tree sensed it, too. They turned their attention from the valey to the dopes above them. Murdant Kol
sent a man to investigate. He dimbed the rest of the way up the hill and disappeared into the trees. He
reappeared a few minutes later, running and shouting. “ Retreet! Retreat! Kregant's been surprised!”

The soldier sped down the hill and probably would have continued running if Murdant Kol hadn’t
blocked his way. The man was ill more afraid of Kol than the enemy, and he babbled a quick account
of what he had seen. High in the tree, Dar could hear little of it, but the panic in the soldier’s voice was
unmigtakable. Other soldiers began to emerge from the trees. They, dso, were from Kregant's army.
One of them was atolum from a foot regiment. “Fal back!” he yelled. “Regroup at the valey entrance.”

Murdant Kol mounted Thunder and drew his sword. “Follow me” he shouted.

Kol led the soldiers down the dope, and the frightened women joined them. When they reached the
valey floor, they were enguifed by mig and became vague, fading shapes. Soon they disappeared
atogether. The valley wasfilled with the noise of combat, but the migt obscured it. Trees hid the fighting
on the hilltops. Dar was surrounded by death, but it was invisble, which made it dl the more terrifying.

At long ladt, the sounds of fighting became distant, leaving only disembodied voices in its wake.
Moans, screams, and sobs filled the night, their din softening as the sufferers died, one by one. After the
valey grew quiet, Dar climbed down from the tree. The night was old and the moon was near the horizon
when she descended the dope into the migt and walked toward the baggage train, fearful of what she
would find.

The damp ar smdled of blood and Dar waked only a short way before she encountered the first
corpse. A man stared at the sky, his gore-covered face frozen in a grimace. Dar quickly looked away,
but soon it was impossible to walk without stepping over the dead. They were everywhere, both men
and orcs. Dar looked a each orc’s face, afraid he might be Kovok-mah.

Thus Dar made her gruesome way to the baggage train. There she found her fird dead woman, ill
dutching her weapon—a sarving spoon. The scene about her looked like the aftermath of a storm.
Wreckage extended in dl directions urtil it was hidden by the mist. San oxen lay among piled corpses
and ruined wagons. Most of the wagons were overturned, their contents smashed and scattered.

Dar continued to sumble though the migt and discovered a miracle. The wagon where she had hidden
Tweawas intact. It stood out in the devastation like a piece of unbroken pottery in a ransacked house.
Dar rushed toward it, her heart pounding with anticipation.

The wagon appeared just as Dar had left it. As she approached, she spied afigure sanding by its rear.
Thefigure was a woman. The mist obscured her features, so Dar was quite near before she recognized
her. It was Taren. Arrows protruded from her chest, pinning her to the wooden wagon. Taren il
gripped a bloody knife, and three dead soldierslay a her feet. Dar gazed at her with sorrowful gratitude.
“You gave your lifefor Twea” Only the jutting arrows prevented her from embracing the dead woman.

Dar stepped over the soldiers corpses to peer into the wagon. Through a force of will, she turned her
thoughts from everything but hope. Dar looked about. A smdl bare foot protruded from the cover.
“Tweg, it'stime to go.”

Sillness.

Dar didn't move, so she might prolong the possibility thet the girl was only deeping. “Twea, get up.
You can rest later.”



Reductantly, Dar shook the foot. She dready knew it would be cold; yet that didn't lessen the shock.
Dar lifted the cover. Twea returned Dar’ s gaze with a look of terrified surprise. Her eyes were wide. Her
parted lips seemed gasping. Blood darkened the front of her shift.

Ever snce her vison of Twed's soirit on the Dark Path, Dar had foreboded the girl’s desth. Yet
foreknowledge didn’t lessen her pain. Grief hit her like a sudden blow. Dar fdt her chest would burdt.
She arched back to scream her agony, and the scream became a long wall that echoed through the
valey. When Dar had spent her breath, but not her sorrow, she lifted Twea from the wagon and carried
her into the night with no idea where she was headed. Dar stopped waking only when the body of a dain
orc blocked her path. It was Thomak-tok, who used to make Dar laugh with his quips about the
porridge. Washavokis killed him, just as they killed Twea.

With crud symmetry, men had killed both the one Dar protected and the ones who protected Dar.
She was Ieft stranded among the dead, unsure which army was the greater threat. As Dar thought how
men had so thoroughly shattered her life, grief gave way to rage. She fdt cornered, and like a cornered
animd, she could only lash out. In her pain, Dar craved a chance to grike back. Only vengeance offered
solace—vengeance for Twea s death, for her abuse, and for dl men's injustices. Men are filth. Dog's
teeth. Washavokis.

Dar getly set Twea down. Then she pried Thomak-tok’s broadsword from his fingers. Standing
protectively over Twed's body, Dar screamed defiance into the night. “Kusk washavoki!” Washavoki
filth! “Come and die! Die! Diel Kusk washavoki!”

The broadsword was heavy, and Dar needed both hands to swing it. Mogt likdy she would manage
only asngle blow. Dar didn’t care. The sword’ s weight and Sze matched her fury. There was no reason
to live and there were many reasons to die. They have to come! Sragglers. Looters. Anyone. Dar's
only desire was tha her chdlenge would be met. It didn’t matter if King Feistav’s or King Kregant’s men
came forth, she would gladly daughter either.

Dar’'s ams fdt leaden and her voice was raw when she findly heard the sounds of movement in the
mist. She blinked the tears from her eyes, raised the sword to strike, and hoarsely shouted, “Thayav kusk
washavoki!” Die washavoki filth!

Hve shadowy forms appeared.
Dar prepared for death. “Mer nav su, kusk washavoki!” | am here, washavoki filth!
A voice cdled out. “Dargu? Lat ther?” Dargu? You live?

For amoment Dar thought the dead had spoken. Then she saw it wasn't so. Her rage lessened. The
sword wavered in her hands, then lowered. “Hal,” she said in alow voice. “Mer lav.” | live.

Kovok-mah hurried toward her, his lips curled back in a broad amile “Dargu na&k gaz.” Dargu is
fierce. He froze when he saw Twed s body.

Dar sad in Orcish, “Washavokis killed Little Bird.”

Kovok-mah responded by meking a low, keening sound deep in his throat. Dar had never heard it
before, but its anguish was unmigakable. The other orcs joined his sde. All were from Kovok-mah's
shiddron. Dar knew three by name, but not well. They were Duth-tok, Lama-tok, and Varz-hak. The
fourth was Zna-yat.

Dar spoke to themin Orcish. “I hate washavokis for this”



Duth-tok and Lama-tok gestured their agreement.

Kovok-mah stopped making the noise and said, “We Il honor Little Bird before we join soldiers”
Dar looked at Kovok-mah asif she couldn’t believe what she had heard.

“Come, Dargu,” said Kovok-mah with a gentle voice. “Little Bird should go to Muth la properly.”
“How can you honor Little Bird,” said Dar, “then join washavoki soldiers?’

“We mug join them,” said Kovok-mah.

“Thwa,” said Dar. “It makes no sense!”

“Queen made promise.”

“l don't care,” replied Dar. “You cannot go.”

“It doesn’t matter what you care,” said Znayat. “1 see no cape upon your shoulders.”

“Sons give capes, but Muth la gives wisdom,” said Dar. “ She gave me visons to show washavoki king
should not be obeyed.”

“You, too, are washavoki,” sad Zna-yat.

“Yet | speak for Muth |a” replied Dar. “Queen isfar away, but Muth lais everywhere. She wants no
more sons to die for washavokis”

“Are we to die for you?' asked Znayat. “It would be same thing.”

“I only know that Muth la speaks to me” said Dar. “Am | not cdled Muth velavash? Those words
came from Muth la”

The orcs exchanged glances. Then Duth-tok spoke up. “Dargu blessed me, and | live”
“l was blessed,” said Varz-hak.

“l, t00,” said Lama-tok.

“l was not,” said Znarya. “Ye, I'm here”

“Hd,” sad Dar. “You're here. What will you do now?’

Znaya hegtated for amoment. “1 won't ligen to you.”

“Do you love washavoki king so much that you would die for im?’ asked Dar. “Muth lawants you to
live Why do you question that?’

“I'm not ligening,” said Znaryat.

“Then look around and see, ingead,” said Dar. “Do king's soldiers lie anong dead? Did any soldiers
ad you? Queen cannot see how king treats urkzimmuthi, but you can.”

Znayat didn't reply.

“Who wants to live?’ asked Dar.



“l do,” said Varz-hak. “With foes so near, it's safest to go with soldiers.”
“Go home, ingead,” said Dar.

“How?" asked Lama-tok. “Washavokis surround us”

“Take paths washavokis don't expect,” sad Dar. “I can hdp you find them.”
“Wha you say, Kovok-mah?’ asked Varz-hak. “You're wisein battles.”

Znaya turned to Kovok-mah. “I live because of you,” he said, “not because of Dargu's words.
Speak, mother’s brother’s son, and I'll heed your wisdom.”

“1, too, will heed Kovok-mah,” said Lama-tok.

Dar gazed a Kovok-mah adso and said in the human tongue, “I wish to be with you, but | cannot
return to soldiers”

All eyes fixed on Kovok-mah. He stood slently for along while, struggling to resolve his mind.

At lagt he spoke. “I'm not wise” he said. “Dargu saw things | couldn’t understand. She warned me of
battle, but | didn't ligen. Now few live I'm unsure how we can get home, but this time I'll ligen to
Dargu.” He bowed his head in Dar’ s direction.

Duth-tok, Lama-tok, and Varz-hak looked rdlieved as they bowed ther heads toward Dar. Znayat's
face grew stony, and though he bowed, he bowed to Kovok-mah, not Dar.

“Mother,” said Kovok-mah, “what should we do?’

Hearing those words kindled a feding within Dar that fought both rage and despair. It was a sense of
worth. Dar took only a moment before answering Kovok-mah's question. “Foolish washavokis say
urkzmmuthi are dogs,” said Dar. “Wel become wolves”

Dar’s eyes gleamed in the moonlight, fierce and triumphant. She had found a way to hurt the king and
his aamy. She would help the orcs desert and, by deserting, live Somehow, we'll make it, she told
hersdf. The orcs have the toughness and the strength, and I'll provide the guile.

Thirty-nine

The dead made Skymere skittish, so Sevren dismounted rather than ride among corpses. He led his
horse to a tree and tied him to it before entering the battleground on foot. Vadamar did the same.
“Sevren, thisisfoolhardy,” he said, “and pointless, too.”

“I made the oath, nayou,” replied Sevren. “You did na have to come.”
“Feisav’ s men may be about. Someone has to watch your back.”
“A ill, gpparently, you think I've log.”

“Wel, you've logt your wits, | know that. The girl’s dead, and if Kregant learns we ve come here, our



backs will pay for it.”
“Thet coward’ s too busy fleeing to count his guard,” said Sevren.
“Theking has cooler heads to do it for him.”

“Kregant's logt too many men to lose two more through flogging. I'll keep my oath and take my
chances. If Dar or Twea live, they’'ll na be Ieft behind.”

Vdamar hdd his tongue and followed his friend. The fighting was only two days past, but the ar in the
valey was dready putrid. The dismd scene before him didn’'t inspire hope, and Vdamar, a seasoned
warrior, knew wha Sevren would dmog certanly find. That Sevren, an equdly experienced soldier,
would think differently caused him concern. Women make men reckless, thought Vaamar, even dead
women.

The grim wak up the vdley told a tde in piecemed fashion, and the two men had to travd the
battleground twice before they learned the gig of it. The orcs had carried the brunt of the fighting, and
amog dl of them had logt ther lives. Mogt died in the ambush, but one shieldron counterattacked and
goparently fought its way into the hills. Sevren thought they mugt have rgoined the surviving orcs when
they retreated down the vdley. The retreat was orderly, for dl of the dead orcs appeared to have died

while fighting, not fleaing, the enemy.

Only afew of Kregant's human soldiers were found among the daughtered women at the baggage
train. Sevren searched there for along time, but found no trace of Twea or Dar. Most of Kregant’s men
hed died in the hills or a the valey’'s entrance, where they made a stand againg the troops that had
aurprised them. The orcs that survived the ambush helped Kregant's men fight that battle to a bloody
draw. When dawn came, both armies were too exhausted and mangled to fight further. Kregant had lost
hdf of his foot soldiers, a quarter of his cavary, and dmogt dl of his orcs. Judging from the bettlefid,
Kregant's foes dso had pad a heavy price, for the orcs had fought vdiantly for the king who had
betrayed them.

With the fighting over, King Kregant's army was in retreat, and Vdamar was anxious to rgoin them.
With that in mind, he and Sevren separated to speed their search. As Vdamar dlimbed a hillsde, he had
conflicting hopes. Part of him wished to find Dar's and Twea's bodies so they could leave. Yet another
part worried what Sevren would do when he discovered Dar was dead. If Sevren chose to avenge Dar’s
death, even Kregant had cause to fear. Vadamar wondered what course he should take if Sevren turned
agang the king. Would he honor his oath as a guardsman or side with his friend?

Vdamar was 4ill pondering this question when he discovered Twed's body benesth a tal dead
spruce. He cdled to Sevren, who rushed over to find his friend sanding outside a circle marked by twigs
pushed into the ground. The girl lay in its center with a bunch of wilted flowers upon her thin chest.
“Someone placed her here” said Vdamar, “and marked the spot.”

“Aye” sad Sevren, wiping his eyes. “Someone who cared for her.”
13 Da.?’
“That circle s an orcish 9gn,” said Sevren, “and they like to place tharr dead benegth trees”

“Orcs leave their dead unclothed and unadorned,” said Vdamar. “This girl’s dressed, and there are
flowers”

Sevren' s facelit up. “Dar lived She' s with the orcgl”



“We looked among the orcs before we left,” said Vadamar. “ She wasn't with them.”

“What if the orcs that fought into the hills did najoin the retreat? Mayhap they joined with Dar instead.
Twed s resting place shows both human and orcish ways.”

“If thet' s true, where are they now?’

“Far from here, most like” said Sevren, the gladness leaving his face as he redized he would never see
Dar again.

“May Karm watch over her,” said Vdamar. “Should we bury Twea?’

“Nay,” sad Sevren. “She was |eft thisway by those who cared for her mogt.”
“An orc caring for a humen child? | find that hard to believe”

“Sodol,” replied Sevren, “but Dar had a strange way with them.”

“She had a srange way with a certain guardsman, too,” said Vdamar. “But 9nce she's gone, we
should head back.”

Sevren Sghed as he scanned the deserted countryside. “Aye, we might as well. She'll na be found.”
“For her sake,” sad Vdamar, “I hope she's not.”

END OF BOOK ONE

The story continuesin Book Two, Clan Daughter .

A Glossary of Orcish Terms

Adjectives: In Orcish, adjectives follow the noun they modify. Nouns and verbs often become adjectives
by the addition of an“i” at the end. Example: snoof (to reek) becomes snoofi(dinky).

ala preposition—For.

armor: Warfare was unknown to the orcs before they encountered humans, and their armor is based on
humen designs. It is grictly functiond, being devoid of ornamentation, and more massive than its human
counterpart. Orcs cdl armor loukap, which trandates as “hard clothes.” The basic item consists of along,
deevdess tunic made from heavy cloth reinforced with leather and covered with overlgpping sted plates.
The plates are amd| and rounded &t the lower end to permit ease of movement. The effect is that of fish
scaes. This tunic is worn mogt of the time in the orc regiments. Its protection is supplemented by
additiond armor strapped to the ams and legs. These pieces tend to be worn only while marching or in
combat. A rounded hdmet completes an orc’'s armor. Smple in design, it encloses much of the head.
There are amd| holes opposite the ears, and the area about the face is open to permit good vison and



communication. Some helmets have nose guards.

Orcs regard ther armor as a tool necessary for disaseful work. They take no pride in its
appearance, dlowing it to rust.

Articles. Orcs do not use articles. The equivdents of “d’ and “the’ do not exis. When a sense of
gpedifiaity is required—the girl as opposed to a girl—the noun is followed by la. The expression for the
Divine Mother dways indudes la—Muth la, Muthz la, and Muthi la.

asa interrogative pronoun—Who.
atham interrogetive pronoun—What

avok noun—Dog.

bah noun—Eye.

bathing As opposed to humans, orcs bathe frequently. If given the opportunity, they will do so daily. This
fondness for cleanlinessis probably related to ther keen sense of smell.

blath noun—Cloak.

Blath Urkmuthi proper noun—Orcish name for Urkheit Mountains. (cloak [ of] mothers)

cape, asasgn of leadership. See “Military ranks and units—orc leaders.”

d verb root and noun—To touch, touch.
dargu noun—Weasd.

Dark Path proper noun—The human term for the dfterlife. Also known as the “Sunless Way,” it was
conceived as a plane of exisience that paraleled the living world. Spirits of the dead would travel the path
on awestward journey to the goddess Karm, leaving their memories behind in the process.

death song The human term for the thathyatai, a song sung by orc maes prior to going to war. Though
mournful, it is not principaly about death. Its purpose is to cleanse the spirit and beseech Muth las
comfort. The origins of the song are logt, though it undoubtedly dates from the beginning of the humen
invasons.

deception Orcs do not have words for any form of deception, such as “trickery,” “lying,” “betrayd,” etc.

Sometimes, lying is caled “spesking words without meaning,” but the underganding of this expresson
comes closer to “speeking nonsensg’ than to “lying.”

di adjective—Two, second.

falf noun—Water.



falfi adjective—Wet.

fas verb root—May.

Fath noun—Spirit or soul.

flis verb root and noun—To legp or jump, a leap.

Flis Muthi proper noun—Orcish name for the bridge over the Turgen River. (leap [ of] mother)

funeral practices Orcs send the bodies of their dead to Muth lain the same state in which they entered the
world—naked. Corpses are cremated or left upon the ground (Te far Muthz la—On Muth ld's breast).
Inthe latter case, the body is placed within Muth 1a' s Embrace (see separate entry), preferably under a
tree.

fwil verb root—To please.

fwili adjective—Pleasing.

g verb root—To stop.

gat verb root—To bring.

gatash adjective—Worthy.

gav verb root—To seem, to have the appearance of.
gaz adjective—Fierce.

geem verb root—To wait.

git verb root and noun—To find, a discovery.

grun verb root and noun—To fight, afight or battle.
grut adjective—Good, pleasng.

gusha adjective—Silly.

ha noun—Sky.

hafalf noun—Rain. (sky water)

hal adverb—Yes.

high murdant See “Military ranks and units”
high tolum See “Military ranks and units”
hiss verb root and noun—To laugh, laughter.

human noun—Human word for washavoki .



kala demondrative pronoun—This or that.
kalaz demondrative pronoun—These or those.
kam adverb—Why.

Karm proper noun—Goddess worshipped by humans. Cadled the “Goddess of the Baance” Kam was
supposed to weigh one's deeds after death.

kaz verb root and noun—To hate, enmity.
ke rddive pronoun—Who.

ki adjective—Little.

kram verb root and noun—To fear, fright.

kusk noun—FHilth.

| verb root—To live

luth verb root and noun—To protect, protection.

man noun (human word)—There is no specific term in Orcish for human maes, dthough they are
sometimes cdled “hairy-faced washavokis.”

Military ranks and units. Orcs did not develop a highly organized military, and dl the following terms are
of human origin. In the orc regiments, al the officers are human.

gener al—The highest-ranking officer. The generd for the orc regiments was cdled the “Queen’s
Man” because the orcs believed he derived his authority from their queen.

high murdant—The highest-ranking noncommissoned officer. A high murdant reports directly to a
generd.

high tolum—Usudly commands a regiment.

human ranks. Ranksin ancient armies were less specific than in contemporary ones, and the modern
equivdents are only approximate.

murdant—A noncommissioned officer, the equivalent of a sergearnt.

orc leaders: Orcs had no officers or murdants, but did recognize leaders among their own kind. Such
leaders lacked the authority of human officers and led by ther example and through the use of
persuasion. They wore capes as a Sgn of wisdom. These capes were bestowed by the consensus
of ther comrades and could be taken away in the same manner. The authority of Wise Sons
derived from the Clan Mothers who appointed them to act in their absence. They guided the orc
maes in nonmilitary matters. Outside the orc regiments, they had no more authority than ordinary
orc maes



sustolum—The lowest-ranking officer, the equivaent of a lieutenant.
tolum—The equivaent of a captain. Usudly commands a shieldron (see below).

Military units. An orc regiment was composed of orc fighters commanded by humen officers.
Humen soldiers served support roles, and women served both the orcs and men. A shieldron was
the basic orc fighting unit. It consisted of thirty-six orcs. The term was dso applied to a shiedron of
orcs and the humans that commanded and supported them. An orc regiment had sx shieldrons of
orc fighters, accompanied by a human contingent of officers, support troops, and serving women.

min noun—A mde orc, regardiess of age. Usudly trandated as “son.”
minvashi noun—Husband. (blessed son)
moon noun—Human word for bahthithi, which trandates as “slver eye”” The eye referred to isMuth la's.

mother noun—The humean trandation for the Orcish word muth, dthough the two terms are not completely
equivaent.

murdant See “Military ranks and units”

muth noun—Often trandated as “mother,” it is the word for any orc femde, regardiess of age or whether
ghe has borne children. Orcs occasondly use this word to describe human femaes. Mothers widd the
red authority within orc society because Muth la's guidance dways comes through them.

muth verb root—To give birth, to nurture.

Muth la proper noun—Orcish word for the Divine Mother who created the world and dl living things.
Muth la sends guidance to mothers through visons

Muth la’s Embrace proper noun—Humean trandation for Zum Muthz la. This sacred crce symbolizes
the Divine Mother’s presence. It may be temporary or permanent. Orcs dways deep and eat within its
confines. Walls, upright sticks, stones, or even aline drawn in the dirt can mark the circle. Orc dwellings
aways incorporate Muth |a's Embrace, and tend to be circular for this reason. The Embrace is halowed
ground; the dead are placed within it and worship takes place there. It is said that mothers are mogt likdy
to receive visons within Muth la's Embrace.

Muth Mauk proper noun—Orc queen. (great mother)
muthuri noun—A mother in the reproductive sense. (giving mother)

muthvashi noun—Wife. (blessed mother)

names Orcish names condst of two parts—a given name followed by the individud’s dan. Thus
Kovok-mah is a member of the Mah dan. Children belong to their mother’s dan, and a son’s clan does
not change when he marries. In the intimate form of address, only the given name is used.

nayimgat noun—A heding herb with large, fuzzy leaves thet is al'so a sedative.

Negation: Thwa (not) follows the verb negated. Example He doesn't bathe—Fu splufukak thwa—He
bathes not.



nervler adjective—Sad.

Nouns: Orcish nouns are often formed by the descriptive combination of other words. Example “Rain,
hafalf, combines “sky,” ha, with “water,” falf. Verb roots often function as nouns. Example Ma urav
ur.—I give gift. Single-consonant verb roots, such as s—to see, have an “a” added to the root to form a
noun. Examples nai—being, sai—seeing, and tai—killing.

nuf noun—Night.

Nuf Bahi proper noun—Night of the ful moon. (Night [of] Eye)

or ¢ noun—Human word for zimmuthi .

orcish adjective—Human word for urkzimmuthi. Orcish, as the teem for the Orcish language,
noun—Humean word for pahmuthi .

or ¢s noun—Human word for urkzimmuthi .

pah verb root and noun—To speak, speech.
pahmuthi houn—OQOrcish language. (speech [of] mother)

Personal pronouns. Orcs dways didinguish between masculine and feminine among their own kind.
Humans, animds, and things are genderless, the equivdent of “it” There is no didinction between
objective and nomingive cases.

Plurals are indicated by placing the prefix urk, which trandates as “many,” before a noun. The humean word
for “orc” derives from the shortening of the orcs' name for themsdves, urkzimmuthi.

Possession isindicated by the addition of a“Z” at the end of a noun.

Queen’s Man See “Military ranks and units”

regiment See “Military ranks and units”



s verb root and noun—To see, (noun form—sai) Sght, vison.

saf noun—Food.

shash verb root and noun—To thank, thanks. Shashav trandates as “thank you.”
shieldron See “Military ranks and units”

ami adjective—Blue.

sleep Orcs deegp Stting upright in a cross-legged posdition, with only a ma as a cushion. Only babies and
the extremdly ill rest lying down.

smell Orcs have an especidly keen sense of amdl, and their language contains many terms for scents that
humans cannot didinguish. They are dso capable of andling some of the emotiond and physica states of
others. They can detect anger, fear, love, pain, and some forms of sickness. This ability has affected their
culture in fundamenta ways and may partly explain why orcs do not eesly grasp deception.

snaf adverb—Also.

snoof verb root and noun—To gtink, stench.

splufuk verb root and noun—To bathe, bath.

sun noun—Humean word for bahriti, which trandates as “golden eye” The eye referred to isMuth la's.
sustolum See “Military ranks and units”

sut verb root—To come.

suth verb root and noun—To learn, wisdom or learning.

suthi adjective—Wise.

t verb root—To kill.

ta preposition—With.

tahwee noun—aBird.

tash adjective—Crud.

tava interjection—Helo, gregtings.

tep conjunction—And.

tham interrogative pronoun—Which.

thay verb root and noun—To die, corpse.

thayati adjective—Dead.

theef verb root and noun—To name or cdl, name.

ther e adjective and noun—Human word for fa.



these (those) demondtrative pronoun—Human words for kalaz.
thrim verb root—To have sexud intercourse.

thus verb root—Hedl.

thwa adverb—No, not.

tolum See “Military ranks and units”

tul adjective—Red, having a veifiddle exigence. This word agpproaches the meaning of the human
expresson “true” dthough the orcs have no term for its opposite.

turpa adjective—Proper, correct, appropriate.

ur verb root and noun—To give, gift.

urk Prefix that makes nouns plurd. Often trandated as “many.”

urkzimmuthi noun—The orc race, dso the plurd of orc. (children [of] mother)
urkzimmuthi adjective—Orcish.

uthahi adjective—Pretty.

v verb root—To have.

va preposition—Like.

vash verb root and noun—1. To bless, blessng. 2. To marry, marriage.
vata interjection—Good-bye.

velazul noun—Lover. Unlike the human term, it is used only in the chaste sense. (give love)

Verbsand verb roots: Orcish verbs consst of two or three parts. A verb root plus an ending that inflects
person and number are used to convey the present tense. Other tenses are conveyed by adding a prefix
to the present tense.

Some Orcish verb roots consst of a Sngle consonant. Examples: n (to be), | (to live), t (to kill),
and s (to see).

Tenses:
Past tenseisindicated by adding the prefix da to the present-tense form.
Past perfect tenseisindicated by adding the prefix dava to the present-tense form.



Future tense is indicated by adding the prefix 1o to the present-tense form.

Example sut + ak = [He] comes. da + sut + ak = [He] came.

ver| verb root and noun—To forgive, forgiveness.

wash noun—Tooth.

washavoki noun and adjective—Human, either mae or femde. The word trandates as “teeth of dog” and
refers to the whiteness of human teeth.

washuthahi noun—A black, pea-shaped seed that is mildy narcotic and dains the teeth black when
chewed. (teeth-pretty)

weapons Orcs did not make weapons before the human invasons, and their ams are adapted from human
desgns. Swords, axes, and maces are primaily used for combat, but orcs dso carry daggers and
sometimes hatchets. All their weapons are drictly utilitarian in design. They reflect the orcs  strength,
being larger and more massve than those humans carry. Spears and pikes are not unknown to orcs, but
are rarely used. Although orcs use bows and arrows for hunting, they do not employ them in combat.

wife noun—Human word for muthvashi.
wind noun—Human word for foof Muthz la, which trandates as “Muth |a's breath.”

woman noun—An orc femde is cdled a muth, but the term is not commonly applied to humen femdes.
There is no specific term for them in Orcish, dthough “woe man,” a corrupted pronunciation of “woman,”
isoccasondly employed.

yat verb root—To go.
yes adverb—Hai.

Zar adverb—Very.

zet verb root—To Sit.

Zim noun—Child.

Zimmuthi noun—An orc.

2ul verb root and noun—To love, love.

zus verb root and noun—To deep, deep.
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Three nights of hard travel had cooled Dar’s rage. Considered dispassionately, her prospects looked
grim. One woman and five orcs, she thought, deep in enemy territory. | promised to get them home,
and | don't know the way. Nevertheless, Dar didn't regret convincing the orcs to desert. The humen
king had betrayed them dl. The orc regiments had been daughtered and the women who served them
had perished dso. Not even Twea had been spared. Whenever Dar recalled the look on the dain girl’s
face, her grief returned.

It was late afternoon and Dar was awake, though the orcs dill dozed. Stting upright within a amdl
crde, they resembled idols and seemed as placid. Dar envied the ease with which they dept, while
she—despite her exhaustion—napped only fitfully. Dar studied their faces, which no longer seemed
bedtid or dien. Kovok-mah had saved her life and sheltered her when she was an outcast. Duth-tok,
Lamatok, and Varz-hak were virtud srangers. Kovok-mah's cousn, Znayat, had tried to kill her
twice.

Gazing at the massve orcs, Dar was dill amazed that she was their leader. Yet she had chosen the
escape route. It had been her decision to trave at night, “when washavokis cannot see.” All femde orcs,
who were aways cdled “mother,” had authority among the urkzimmuthi. As long as Dar’'s companions
regarded her as a mother, she possessed it dso. That was why she led, even if she sumbled in the dark.



Dar and the orcs were dill in the hills, though far from the Ste of the ambush and battle. The steep,
wooded dopes made wadking difficult, but the rugged terrain provided safety. So far, they had
encountered no one, for the hills were barren except for tangled trees whose low branches hindered
every step. The journey had dready taken atall on Dar. Her legs, arms, and face were crisscrossed with
scratches, her bare feet were sore, and her empty bdly ached. Dar’'s fatigue made the journey seem
more daunting, especidly consdering how ill prepared she was. Their destination, the Urkheit Mountains,
lay to the north, but that was dl she knew. The orcs were just as ignorant of the way.

Dar’s sole consolation was that her branded forehead brought no bounty in King Feistav’'s redm.
That won't help me if I’'m caught with orcs. Avoiding capture would be difficult. They were
surrounded by enemies, so ther hope lay in stedth; yet orcs had no aptitude for subterfuge. They were
perplexed even by ample stratagems, and Dar had difficulty persuading them to avoid the roadway. If
Kovok-mah hadn’t followed her, the others might never have. Yet, while Kovok-mah supported her
decisons, Dar doubted he truly understood them.

Unable to deep, Dar decided to scout the route ahead. She ascended the dope until she emerged
from the trees to stand on a diff at the hill’'s summit. The hilltop proved to be the last high ground, giving
Da an unobstructed view of the ralling plain ahead. Haze obscured the more digant features, and Dar
saw no trace of the Urkheit Mountains.

The land appeared wel populated—a quilt of fidds, orchards, and woodlots, al demarcated by dark
green hedgerows. A nearby rise was crowned by awal that encircled a smd| village Dar dso spotted
dwdlings shattered among the fidds and orchards and grew apprehensive as she imagined dl the hodtile
eyes the countryside contained. She was trying to plot a safe route through it when Kovok-mah emerged
from the trees. “Why did you leave?’ he asked in Orcish.

“To study way,” replied Dar in the same tongue. Speaking it had become second nature. She gazed at
Kovok-mah and read his expression. “Hai, theré Il be many washavokis.”

“Then ther€ Il be much fighting.”

“Thwa” said Dar. “There are too many to fight. We must pass unnoticed.”

“So we travd by night?’

“More than that,” said Dar. “Y ou must not ook like urkzimmuthi.”

Kovok-mah curled hislipsinto a grin. “Have you magic? How will you change us?’

“You'll change yoursalves” said Dar. “Leave your iron clothes behind, speak softly or not at dl, and
wear cloaks | took from dead washavoki soldiers.”

Kovok-mah looked puzzled. “We I dill be urkzimmuthi.”

“In darkness, washavokis may not think s0,” said Dar. She could tdl Kovok-mah was druggling to
grasp her idea. “Washavokis don't expect to find urkzimmuthi in their land. They may not understand
what they see.”

Kovok-mah pondered Dar’s words awhile before he spoke. “After battle, | sad 1I'd heed your
wisdom. | haven't changed my mind.”

“Will others heed it ds0?’



“They’ll follow my example.”

“Cloaks amdl of washavokis,” sad Dar. “I fear Zna-yat will object.”
“Hai, | think he will.”

“Sill, he must wear one”

“He swore to follow me, so | can makehim do it, if that’s your desire”

“Itis” sad Dar, fearing thet if her ploy faled and the orcs were attacked, they would sordly miss their
armor. She dumped down on a rock, redizing her plan gambled with therr lives

Kovok-mah sensed Dar’ s turmail and laid his hand on her shoulder, surprising her with the ddicacy of
his touch. “I’'m pleased you guide us”

Dar sghed. “I’'m not used to leading.”

“It' s natura for mothers to guide sons.”

Perhaps among orcs, thought Dar. “Still, it's new to me. | worry about making mistakes.”
“When you fed uncertain, remember Muth |la guides you.”

“Does she?’ asked Dar. “1 foresaw hig bettle and Little Bird's death, but | couldn’'t prevent ether.
Wha good are such visons?’

“I'm not fit to answer.”

“Muth lais new to me, but not to you,” said Dar. “What can you tdl me of her ways?’

“She may be preparing you.”

“For what?’

“l don’t know,” said Kovok-mah. “But | think you will when time comes.”

“l hope you'reright.”

“When | have doubts, | follow my chest,” said Kovok-mah. “That’swhy I'll wear washavoki cloak.”
“Because of Muth la?’

“Thwa Because of you. | fed safe with you.”

Dar stared up a Kovok-mah, who looked so formidable, and wondered a his words. Ingncerity was
dien to his thinking. As incredible as it sounded, he was spesking the truth: She made him fed secure.
The idea that a woman could do that ran counter to everything Dar had ever been taught. It made her
amile partly because it was so ludicrous and partly because it was so pleasing.

While Dar and the orcs hid and rested, the remnant of King Kregant's aimy rested also. After severd
skirmishes, King Feistav had abandoned pursuit. Many of Kregant's men believed they were heading
home, but experienced soldiers, such as Sevren and Vdamar, suspected not. Rumors were about that
the mage would use his arts to reverse the king's fortunes, and those rumors seemed confirmed when



some guardsmen were ordered to transform a peasant’s abandoned hut into a Ste suitable for
necromancy.

The mage's black tent had been logt in the retreat, and the hut was to be its temporary replacement.
The guardsmen labored the entire day under the sorcerer’s waichful eye to sed every crack where light
might enter. After sunset, they completed the work by blackening the hut's walls and cdling with a
mixture of ash and blood. As the men painted, the mage burned incense that fouled the ar. All who
breathed it had disturbing dreams that night, especialy the two men who fetched the find item the mage
required.

Othar waited until the night’s darkest hour to return to the hut. Insde, a angle ail lamp illuminaed the
bound child, who shivered in the unnaturd cold. The mage closed the door and covered it with a thick
curtain before getting to work. Taking a dagger and his iron bowl, he sacrificed the boy and used his
blood to pant a protective circle. Once indde the cirdle, Othar opened a black sack embroidered with
gpdls gtitched in black thread.

The bones ingde the sack had grown heavier, asif they weren't bones at al, but objects crafted from
iron or lead. The sorcerer had firs noticed the change after the daughter at the Vde of Pines. Othar
didn't understand its cause, but he hoped it foretold a changein his fortunes. He needed a change, for he
sensed that the king's anger might overcome his fear. If it did, Othar’s life was forfat for his disastrous
counsdls.

Despite this, Othar remained devoted to the bones that had placed hmin jeopardy. They had become
more then tools. The bones had such a hold on him that he was as much their servant as they were his.
Without them he was only a sham, for auguring with the bones was the only red magic Othar could
perform. Before they came into his possession, Othar’s sorcery relied on deception and a knowledge of
herbs and poisons. His daunting presence had been dl show, for his skills had scarcely exceeded those
of a knowledgeable Wise Woman. The bones had changed that. When their unearthly coldness sung
Othar’s hands, he fdt powerful—a true sorcerer at lad.

Othar tossed the bones on the earthen floor and studied their portents. Never had the Sgns been so
clear or promising. It occurred to him that the entity behind the bones was pleased by the battle' s bloody
outcome, and it was rewarding him much the way a sated master throws his dave some mest.

That night, Othar learned much that pleased him. He discovered where rich plunder could be
had—enough to appease his greedy king. He saw that the mysterious threat was far awvay and retresting
farther ll. Additiond study yielded even greater satisfaction. Othar’s unknown enemy was moving into
peril. The mage read the Sgnsfor “betraya,” “bloodshed,” and “soon.”

DAR WAS TRAPPED, AND SHE KNEW IT

Marked as she was by her brand, escape was suicide, while life in the regiment seemed only a dower
path to death. Women were easy to replace and vadued accordingly. In such an atmosphere, men's
“generogty” and “protection” were hollow promises. Though Dar racked her brain, there seemed no
refuge. Then she had an inspiration.

Dar lagged behind until the orcs overtook her. Soon she was wadking in their mids. Spying
Kovok-mah at the rear of the column, Dar dowed down until they were waking abreast. “Tava,
Kovok-mah.”



Kovok-mah didn’t reply or even turn his head.
“Tava, Kovok-mah,” said Dar, louder thistime.

The orc regarded Dar. An iron hdmet enclosed his head and his green eyes peered out from it like a
beast’s from a hole. With a gnking feding, Dar redized the vastness of ther differences, and her plan
seemed asrisky asit was desperate.
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