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I suspect very few of us, if any, can claim that what they think, write, draw, play or otherwise create or do is totally original.  We are each of us the result of our experiences, our family backgrounds, our tastes in friends, fields of study, music, literature, art, entertainment, sport and so forth.  Certainly “The Heart of Elroi” is a mixture of all of these, and to acknowledge all influences would be beyond my capacity;  but an effort must be made.

I can see a number of  influences at work in “The Heart of Elroi”.  One clear one is the anthology series “Sword and Sorceress”;  so many of the authors contained in those anthologies have contributed to my tale, yet I couldn’t hope to name them all.  The books of Mercedes Lackey certainly have had an influence, although truth to tell I have not read many of them (too busy writing!).  The same holds for the wonderful Andre Norton, whose writings I devoured as a child and whose influence on my imagination cannot be understated.  There will be other authors, I’m sure, and not all of them will have written of a world in which women are warriors;  but there will have been something there that sparked in the recesses of my imagination.  Quite likely there are films and television shows in there, as well, but I cannot for the life of me put a name to any which have had an identifiable influence on my writing.  At any rate, to name all the things that have influenced the writing of “The Heart of Elroi” would be impossible, if nothing else because they have gone into the mix that is my memory without necessarily being properly attributed to first sources.

So where did “The Heart of Elroi” come from?  It’s a good question and I can honestly say I don’t have a good answer.   Is it an original work?  I would like to think so, inasmuch as anything is an original work.  If it isn’t, I can only offer my deepest, most profound apologies to anyone who sees in “The Heart of Elroi” their own writing - be it book, magazine, film or TV script or any other form of writing.  Nothing is intentional, I just wanted to write the story; if I have inadvertently plagiarized in the process, I sincerely hope the person on whom I have inflicted that insult can forgive me.

Inevitably, “The Heart of Elroi” started out as a completely different tale.  It has evolved over the many years I have been writing it, a process that involved scribbling away on any handy piece of paper while waiting for aircraft, friends, meetings and any other reason that could have me with paper before me and a pen in my hand.  Finally the time came to convert those scribblings to typescript - well, that had been my intention!  But when I started typing into the computer what had become, over the years, the better part of a ream of scribbling...  The story took itself off in its own direction and I stumbled along behind, the main story still clear in my mind yet now going somewhere else, somewhere I confess I found far more interesting than my original thoughts.  I doubt half of what I had initially written down through those many years now is contained in “The Heart of Elroi”, particularly in this and the following volume;  but I don’t regret it.  I would like to think this is an improvement on the original ramblings of my undisciplined mind.  It certainly is much larger than I originally had expected.
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The Wasteland beyond Oasis


I.  Panae to the defence
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A few days after their friend Farr had left them, the Honari zora and the cavalry under Colonel Avtrien caught the Gemadans in a pincer movement that was made all the sharper by the topography, a valley that ended in a difficult scree that was nearly as good as a third arm in the pincer.  Farr had not mislead them about their proximity to the Gemadans, but after a little discussion, Avtrien and Camren both had told their troops to wait. The colonel then had sent riders off to find out where the main army lay, expecting a day or two before their return, but the riders had come back by nightfall with the welcome news that the army was barely a day’s march away.  As a result, by the time the Honari attack came, both cavalry and zora were quite well rested;  together, army, cavalry and zora, extracted a sizeable revenge for previous losses.  The less well-rested infantry were nothing loath to hold up their end of the bargain, and more Gemadans fell than Honari.  The invaders retreated halfway to the border, and while it was not quite a rout, it certainly was not a disciplined and controlled retreat.  They weren’t repelled from Honar, but nonetheless the Honari fighters were jubilant.  After a frustrating and bloody year, they had achieved a clear, unequivocal victory.

“So, what’s the matter with you?” Camren closed Senra’s hand around a mug of mulled wine and sat beside the other.  Compared with the general jubilation, her fellow Group Leader’s unhappiness was almost violent, “we have just done something rather decisive about the Gemadans, what’s the problem?”

“Farr-”

“Yes, but what’s the problem?” and Senra shot her a sharp look, suspicious.  The senior Group Leader shrugged, “most of your moods stem from Farr.  I know why and for me, finding out that she’s this Rider of the gypsies was a shock.  I imagine it was for you, too.  But why is it preventing you from enjoying the moment?”

“I saw Panae trying to fight the Rider of Blizzards and Wind, and I saw Panae trying to fight my friend,” she gulped down a mouthful of wine, hardly noticing it’s pleasant bite at the back of her throat.  Her mind still turned on the bewildering way that, the instant Farr had taken hold of the Skansthient Sword, she had changed into someone else, “and I can’t shake the feeling that by putting the sword in her hand, I hurt her badly.  And set something into train which...  I don’t know.  What happens there, around Farr, affects here;  I’m positive of it, but I don’t know why.  Yes, she’s the Rider of the gypsies but...  I don’t know.  I wonder if my power isn’t telling me something, but I can’t shake the feeling that, important though this war is, it is going to be superseded by something else.  And I don’t know whether that something else is good or bad.  And the one person I could talk these feelings over with, who has – or may have - the framework to advise me, is the gypsy’s Rider of Blizzards and Wind!  On top of all that, I can’t help wondering what game she is playing - why should this Rider be gallivanting around the countryside stealing horses and killing Zardprests and coming to our aid?  It doesn’t make sense!”

“Apart from the words of that nursery rhyme, we don’t know what the Rider should be doing.  I’ll admit stealing is an odd reference, but there may be a good reason for it.  Come on, Senra.  Situation’s beyond our control - at least you now know what it was you felt was hidden in her, that’s a positive,” which earned Camren an exasperated look.  She smiled, rising to her feet, “it is, and you know it is.  If it’s any consolation, I don’t think that whatever she’s doing, has done, is done out of malice.  See if you can find it in you to join the celebrations,” and left Senra to her thoughts.  

“That didn’t help,” muttered Senra as she watched the senior Group Leader walk over to join the celebrating soldiery. Camren rejoined the happy throng with her usual abstracted pleasure.

“Usually doesn’t,” agreed a dry voice and she snapped her head around.  Farr was standing there, quiet and still.  Senra felt her frustrated anger begin to rise.

“What in the pits are you doing to me?  What was the point of that charade - careening around the countryside, a thief, a gypsy-”

“A way of staying sane,” the Rider planted a foot on the rock shelf Senra was using as a seat, “a necessary subterfuge, because after a while this is such a wearying business.  Or a vicious trick.  Or a useless dream, moment of weakness, moment of strength.  What would you have from me, Senra?  Take it back?  If you hadn’t put the damned thing in my hand, you need never have known and we both would be happier.  No,” for the Group Leader shifted unhappily, “I’m not here to upbraid you for that, if it hadn’t been you it would have been someone else, it obviously was time for it to happen.  But I am a gypsy, Senra.  And a thief.  This other thing is separate from that.”

“What is it, a family title?”

“Hard to explain.  Not entirely sure I could explain it, if it comes to that, although that doesn’t help.  Yes, I’ve lied to you-  No, not even that’s quite accurate.  Lying is a conscious thing.  If I mislead you, it was not by intent.  I’ve never set out to do anything to hurt you, on that I can promise you.  You or the zora.  If the promise from someone you have no reason to trust means anything - no, Senra, I truly was the thief, I truly am a gypsy.  I needed to be invisible because there are those who, if they found me, would destroy me,” she hesitantly touched Senra’s temple and began a gentle stroking, “it is sometimes so very difficult to know what I-  Never mind.”

Rather than worry about anything, Senra gave herself over to the sensations in her skull, abrogating responsibility.  Let Farr handle it - she was the Rider, let her handle it.  Better to let the wonderful calming, soothing sensation wash over her.

The pleasure stopped abruptly, and when she opened her eyes she discovered Panae had arrived, sword in hand.  Even as Senra filled her lungs to yell, Panae swung with trained science and skill at the Rider.  The blow did not land.  Farr blocked it, patiently blocked every blow with the Skansthient Sword that had appeared out of nowhere, just stood quietly blocking and blocking as if it was the most natural thing in the world.  

“You leave her alone!  I don’t care what you are, just leave her alone-”

“For Daylight’s sake, Panae, don’t be so bloody dense!” yelled Senra.  The commotion was bringing others, mostly zora, who uneasily gathered around the protagonists.  There was a quiet murmur among them as they watched Farr swaying gently, blocking blow after blow with a courteous and implacable refusal to fight.  Even when it became evident Panae was tiring, the great Sword never struck, just quietly held her at bay, and Senra decided to hold her peace.  Panae was a redoubtable fighter, but she just wasn’t getting close to striking the other – how was this their friendly thief, who had been such a disaster with a sword?  But Farr it was, there was no mistaking that.  Finally the narrow zora stopped, mouth a thin line, arm beginning to shake with the exertion, “you’re proven your point, leave her alone.  She’s only doing it to protect me.”

“I know that,” Farr ran the Sword between her circled fingers, sheathing it into nothingness.  There was a startled murmur, heads turning to look in wonder at their neighbour, more than one voice asking for reassurance that they actually had seen the Sword disappear.  Farr didn’t seem to notice, just regarded Panae with a quiet, almost sad gaze, “I don’t mind.  Panae, I have no desire to cause Senra - or any of you - harm.”

“What do you want?” for a moment it seemed as if Farr wanted something.  But the Rider chuckled, the same dry chuckle they had heard often, the chuckle of their friend the thief.

“Why, the return of Elroi of course,” which only caused someone - it might have been Elis - to ask what Elroi was, “only a dream.  Maybe it always was,” she stirred restlessly, faced with the grouping zora and behind them a confused knot of soldiers, unaccountably set on edge by them.  With a  jolt Senra saw her point.  They were watching her as if she was an animal in a cage, not with suspicion but with an objective and rather dehumanising curiosity, “well, never mind.” 

With that, her nerve seemed to break and she pushed past them, heading away from their encampment.

Senra took off after her, short-arming Panae aside and squirming free of her clutches so that for a moment she was fighting her own kind.  An instant more and she was running after Farr, desperately hoping to catch the other before Blizzard appeared.  When she pulled the other around she was shaken by the quiet confusion in the other’s eyes.  Perhaps the situation was impossible, or worse, but despite the extraordinary sword and her strange title, Farr was still very much Farr.  It was rather horrible, in its way.

“What is it?” quietly, the same quiet voice she had used so often when faced with Senra’s uncertainty.

“How can you be the Rider of Blizzards and Wind?”

“It happened,” and for a moment of sheer vertigo, Senra remembered the way Farr would just accept certain things.  Here it was again, that acceptance, as if to question would be to go mad.  She could hardly pursue that line of enquiry, but there were others.

“What is Elroi?” even as she spoke Blizzard seemed to fold into view, eerily silent.  Behind Senra came a motley collection of zora and cavalry, following her with understandable curiosity.  More than one muttered at the sight of the great horse that seemed to have come from nowhere.

“Come south, south of Oasis,” there was an eerie, shadowy smile on the Rider’s lips as she touched the zora’s temple, “and I’ll show you.  But call my name or the grai’en’Elroi will kill you.  There’s a limit to how fast I can move, even on Blizzard.  Call the name Linfarr sen Rion, abeyete.  Maybe they won’t mind,” this last more to herself as she resolutely turned back to the waiting Blizzard, swinging effortlessly onto the great back, “you’ll not find Elroi anywhere else.”

With that Blizzard was gone, leaving a rapidly-melting trail of frost that caused a startled murmur from the watchers.  Styra thoughtfully ran a finger through the frost, looked at it curiously and ran a little of it between her fingers before muttering that it really was ice.  Gilli, a little less circumspect, tasted a bit of the frost and confirmed the Section Leader’s diagnosis, and then asked everyone exactly what it was that Farr had just ridden away.  Someone else - one of the infantrymen, as it happened - sought clarification about a grey elroll, but nobody could help him.  He was not the only one to be muttering about the strange phrase Farr had used.

Panae seemed about to say something, but Gorive gave her arm a gentle shake, chiding her for being too reactive, and towed her back towards the fire.  Youlang wrapped a possessive arm around Nevis and followed, which proved something of a signal;  most of the zora and the soldiers returned to more normal things.  Camren watched them retreat before turning mild grey eyes to Senra.

“Linfarr sen Rion,” in a musing voice.

“Abeyete.  Whatever that means - the whole surely means more than Linfarr of the House of Rion,” Senra scratched her scalp for a moment and smiled as Camren gave one earlobe a firm tug.  Her senior was intrigued, “well, maybe we shouldn’t be surprised that she’s of a House.  You didn’t hear the serve she gave Morraie in Gemjin.  It was that of an equal, even if Morraie didn’t see it that way.”

“And that other thing she said? - I’m not even sure I caught it properly.  Gray end Elroi?” but Senra could only shrug her incomprehension, “well, maybe it’s a bit of gypsy and doesn’t translate.  It sounds as if we have to head south if we want to know more;  but not until we’ve got rid of our unwelcome tourists, I suggest,” the other nodded slowly, accepting, and her senior Group Leader heaved a mental sigh of relief, “no urge to go gallivanting off after her?”

“If she was just Farr, yes.  But she isn’t, is she?  So I guess not,” she did feel calm, dreadfully calm, a part of her beginning to accept that no longer would a dry voice whoop with laughter and innocence.  Farr had been a part of their lives for a number of years, now, and it was hard to accept that time was ended;  but ended it clearly was.  One thing still puzzled her:  why the Rider had done this, fooled them for so long?  To what end?  What gain could there be, if it came to that? - the way Farr had blocked Panae, so effortlessly, so completely, made a mockery of the idea that there were others who would hunt her down and destroy her.  How could anyone destroy that?  Panae was one of the better fighters they had, yet she had been entirely incapable of breaching Farr’s defence.  Yet, as their amiable thief, Farr’s swordmanship had been the laughing stock of them all.  She had been a far greater danger to herself than her opponent;  but that had been the thief, not the Rider.

Camren gave her earlobe another brief tug and nodded.  She had faith in Senra’s good sense, in the way the other’s power seemed to enable her to tap into something beyond ordinary minds, and while she knew it had hurt Senra to admit it, she was relieved to hear her second did not wish to go after the Rider.  Perhaps later, if they were granted some form of reprieve from the continuous fighting, they might be able to explore the strange suggestion Farr had made;  but for the moment there were far more pressing issues to attend.  

A few days later an army dispatch rider came trotting up with the wonderful news that the Hell Hounds, having terrorised the Honari citizenry for half a year, had simply gone back to Kalenj.  King Kattratrion had only sought reprisals, not conquest, after all.

––––––––
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THE GEMADANS REGROUPED, but their army was becoming depleted and the Honari forces pushed them back again.  They tried once more, but again could not prevail.  With winter approaching, their commander had little option but to retreat back onto his own soil and face his emperor.  Emperor Ashvel was not favourably impressed and the Gemadan commander was permanently removed, another put in his place;  but no further assaults were possible as winter closed in, locking Kalenj and Gemada out of Honar.  It should have been cause of rejoicing.  Instead, to the considerable alarm of Senior General Mathon – his predecessor, Reznif, had succumbed to his wounds some time ago - word came of a party being sent under flag of truce from Gemjin to the Kalenjin palace, a party bearing gifts for the Kalenjin king.  Mathon was quick to summon his commanders and the zora Group Leaders to discuss this new development.

“It’s a fair bet they’re talking of an alliance,” muttered Colonel Rhio bitterly, prodding one thick finger at the map until it crumpled all the more.  Years of campaign had not been kind to the map.

“Rulers decide on alliances, not proxies - but I will concede they’re probably heading in that direction,” Mathon rubbed his beetling eyebrows heavily, “we’re probably all right for the winter, but not beyond that.  If we’re lucky, they won’t be able to agree on terms.  Kalenj was only seeking reprisals, after all.”

“This has been brewing for a while,” said Camren mildly, “sooner or later they’ll come to terms.  Probably slit each other’s throat afterwards, but that won’t help us.  I agree we will have the winter, but I wouldn’t count on any time beyond that.”

“Spend winter training up any available man, woman or child,” muttered Mathon gloomily, reflecting rather bitterly that his two daughters might be in battle, after all.  They had shown no interest in joining the zora, but of late very few young women did - why would they want to join a force that was gradually, inexorably shrinking?  Nonetheless, even young women who were not zora might have to pick up arms to defend Honar. He was reasonably sure his youngest would cope quite well with the role, but his eldest was another matter.  Her head was filled with boys and not much else.

The assembled warriors bent their collective heads over the map, but it was not a reassuring sight.  Red chalk marked where Kalenjin forces were known to be, a line just within their side of the border with Honar.  Brown chalk marked the Gemadan forces, along the northern border.  There was for too much of either chalk on the map.  Worse, the latest intelligence suggested Emperor Ashvel had given the order for his Hot Riders to mobilise and ride out towards the coastal strip of Gemadan land than lay between Honar and Amoneng, where the Calloglar Mountains forced out a tongue of coast before faltering into foothills.  He might have been intending battle with the latter nation, but only a fool would bet on it;  Ashvel had the reputation for being a cautious man, and it was unlikely he would want war with two neighbours at the same time, especially considering the depredations Honar already had suffered.  Spring came earlier to that part of Honar, and sending the fanatical Hot Riders, who believed their Emperor to be a god, could only mean he intended to resume the assaults on Honar at the earliest opportunity.  The news of the Hot Riders was already known by those who lived in that coastal strip;  border patrols in the region were increasingly jumpy, and a minor southwards exodus of civilians was already taking place, despite the blanketing snow.  

“There’s no chance Empire will bounce Gemada, is there?” asked someone wistfully, and everyone laughed.  Empire, while immense and strong, had been content to remain within its borders for the lives of the last three Emperors.  There was no sign that the current Emperor, already on the Starlight Throne for nearly thirty years, had any intention of changing that state of affairs.

“We’ll have to get a substantial force to stop the Hot Riders or we’ll lose the coast,” muttered Mathon as he raised brown eyes to Senra, “what about the zora?”

“Against the Hot Riders?  When did you decide we aren’t human? - the Hot Riders consider it their duty to destroy an abomination like us.  To them, to be killed by a zora is a glorious death, especially if the Hot Rider can take a number of us with him - no, not the zora.”

“She has a point, Mathon.  Unless you were after a diversion?” but Senra and Camren both objected, the zora would not be a diversion.  Their presence would be an additional incentive for the Hot Riders to do their worst.  Colonel Avtrien thought about their words for a moment and shook his head, “no, I agree.  The zora are better deployed away from the Hot Riders.  Maybe auxiliaries?”

“They’ll run,” was the blunt response.  Mathon regarded the speaker thoughtfully and Cavlin shrugged, “I’ve worked them as best I can, but they aren’t a good unit, they’re probably best used to give the appearance of attack, so long as no real attack takes place.  Half of them are mercenaries who owe no allegiance to Honar;  all the Gemadan commander has to do is offer them more pay, and they might well be gone.”

A frustrated silence followed.  Cavlin was a good commander, and if he couldn’t form the auxiliaries into a cohesive unit it was unlikely anyone could.

“I forgot to ask - has Morraie given the zora any specific order?” wondered Mathon.

“The zora accept no orders from Morraie.”

Rhio straightened up so suddenly he cracked his balding skull on the lantern, sending shadows dancing crazily in the tent.  The rest of the officers were less demonstrative, but all looked with shocked eyes at Camren, unable to believe their ears.  The zora would never divorce themselves from the ruler, surely?  They were the ruler’s personal elite, how could they not obey Morraie?  After a moment Cavlin stammered that it sounded like treason, and was the zora Group Leader quite sure? 

“Morraie ran out of Honar when we needed her;  who, really, is the traitor?  We fight for Honar, on Honar’s orders.  Not on hers.  From the zora perspective, the people in this tent constitute Honar.  I’m sorry if that upsets you,” looking mildly around at the shocked faces and then at the calm resolution in her own people, “but we have to take that position.  Morraie has made it impossible for us to to otherwise.  If Kalenj or Gemada captures you, then you will be treated as an honorable enemy, a prisoner of war.  That is not a luxury that will be afforded the zora.  We intend to protect ourselves, and the best way to do that at the moment is to protect Honar.  If that fails,” Camren shrugged eloquently, “well, I doubt it will bother us for very long.”

The silence that fell was uncomfortable, people shifting uneasily on their feet, exchanging glances.  At one level Cavlin had been right and Camren’s words treasonable, but nobody in the tent wanted to denounce the zora.  They had fought well alongside the army for several years, they were worthy allies;  if they dismissed their personal oaths of allegiance to Morraie, they still remained loyal to Honar.

“Well, you have a point,” Mathon managed finally, “no zora to meet the Hot Riders, you’ll have to do that Cavlin - yes, even with unreliable auxiliaries.  At least get them up there as if ready to take on the Hot Riders, you can move faster than infantry.  Rhio will follow as fast as he can,” the balding man nodded, accepting the task.  The chief general scratched his ear for a moment, “but that might be all we can spare for them.  At least until we know if we’re fighting two enemies, or an alliance.”

“What we need,” said Haqua sourly, some time later as the zora returned to their own camp, “is real support from someone who doesn’t want to take over Honar and who doesn’t consider fighting women an abomination.  What is it about men that makes them resent us?” her fellow Group Leaders laughed slightly at her aggrieved tone and she managed a wry smile, “yes, I know.  Honar is a bit weird to have the zora at all.  Has anyone any idea how the zora came about?” a question which was met with uniform ignorance.  The history of the zora was not something touched upon in zora training, and the only likely source of that information was the College of Honar.

“Well, I for one am glad we exist,” said Senra simply.  Rivelien nodded positively, while the two senior Group Leaders murmured their agreement.

“At some stage, I suppose, some ruler wanted or needed a female fighting force,” was Camren’s contribution to the discussion, and that ended it.

––––––––
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THERE WAS A DRY CHUCKLE and Senra nearly took the tip off her finger, managing to turn the sword at the last minute.

“Daylight and Darkness, Farr, don’t come up on me like that!  Especially when I’m sharpening!” again the chuckle as Farr stepped out of the darkness, moving with an easy lightness that made little, if any, sound, “does your power enable you to see in the dark as well as the future?”

“I’m not sure I actually see the future, but if you are going to ask me how I know it, I don’t know how I know,” the Rider squatted beside her, still smiling slightly, “in fact I’m not sure I do know.  It’s all a bit weird.  I know there are things I have to do, when I have to do them;  and quite often not before,” Senra made a face and she grinned broadly, “it sounds insane, but while I might be the Rider of Blizzards and Wind - and a fool of a title it is! - I’m not much wiser than anyone else on that score.”

“Well, I don’t suppose you can divine some sort of help for Honar, can you?  If ever we needed help, it’s now.  Looks as if Gemada is trying to form an alliance with Kalenj,” there was another dry chuckle and the Group Leader bristled slightly, “I don’t suppose you have any loyalty to Honar, but I do.  It’s my home-”

“No offence intended.  The thing is, Kalenj and Gemada aren’t Honar’s real enemy-” which earned her an appalled look and she laughed slightly, “not really, they’re both relatively weak.  Kalenj has never had the resources, not to control all of Honar;  and Gemada is beset with civil unrest that takes most of Ashvel’s army to keep under control.  Although I grant you that you’d not know it from here.  Gemada’s empire is an uncomfortable agglomeration of five separate provinces, none of which can actually exist without the help of the others and none of which want to see that;  so they’re forever trying to separate.  Every Gemadan emperor since, oh I forget when, has had to spend most of his military budget on keeping the empire together.  Not much left to go gallivanting off claiming new lands, so they are already stretched.  If they actually do form an alliance and invade, all Honar has to do is wait.  Kalenj has no love of Gemada, Gemada is permanently on the cusp of imploding, so they’ll fall out in no time.  When that happens, Honar will be able to either throw out the invading forces, or absorb them.”

“Doesn’t alter the fact that we could be conquered.”

“That’s not the problem, Honar will be able to deal with that – you don’t appreciate quite how strong Honar really is, despite Morraie’s ineptitude.  The problem is to ensure the zora survive.  If you and Camren haven’t already thought of it, I suggest you develop a contingency plan in case Honar is conquered.  However brief that conquest might be, the zora will be hunted down,” she nodded at Senra’s depressed observation that the Group Leaders were altogether too aware of that, “Amoneng might accept you, though they might also be afraid of offending Gemada in doing so.  Vel or Thobiti or Py would be a better bet, especially Py – no land borders.  Even Empire, though I think you’d struggle with the climate if you thought the Thamadi was hot.  But you also could come south to Elroi-”

“Farr, there’s nothing there!  What is it, what draws you there?  It’s a frozen wasteland, more ice and snow than anything else.  Nobody comes back once they go further south than Oasis.”

“Elroi is there – Elroi was there, long before Gemada or Kalenj existed.  When Empire was a collection of argumentative city-states with no direction at all, when the Thamadi was half its size – then was Elroi at its height.  A nation, a land of wonders.  She’s still there, waiting to be wakened,” Senra looked at her, wondering at the quiet, strangely contented tone in her friend’s voice.  Elroi, whatever it was, meant a great deal to Farr.  Senra hated to say it, but she pointed out that Elroi clearly was gone, “yes, she’s gone, but she can come again.  Will come again.  She’s just asleep.”

“So you’re from Elroi,” a diversion that did little to distract Farr, “‘Linfarr sen Rion, abeyete’.  What does the abeyete mean?” but Farr, not distracted, went on to state that Elroi could sustain Honar, not as it was – war-ravaged and struggling to survive – but as it had been, “is it part of your House – Linfarr of the House of Rion Abeyete?”

“No, abeyete is a description – you’re not taking me seriously.”

“Perhaps because I expect to die soon.  The alliance will go ahead, I’m sure of it – Kalenj and Gemada allied, Honar’s worst nightmare,” Farr, smiling, folded her arms across her chest and assured the Group Leader she did not expect Senra to die soon, “well, I would have to say you definitely are in the minority!  I don’t think any of us expects to survive-”

“Yet you will.  You must.  I refuse to accept that Zora’s legacy will end up slaughtered by a jumped-up collection of women-hating lunatics like the Kalenjin and the Gemadans.  You will survive in Vel or Py or Empire, but I would very much prefer you to survive in Elroi.  Not,” wryly, sounding as much wistful as resigned, “that what I prefer is all that relevant.  Senra, you are certain this alliance will go ahead not because it seems inevitable but because your power tells you so.  You have a remarkable amount of power, but you don’t use it.  I wonder if that’s why it now is time?  And don’t say you don’t know how to, you should – that damned Zardprest locked you from accepting it, learning it, honing it.  Power should be used, sharpened to a keenness - not to be turned against man or beast but to be there, capable, when the demand comes.  It always comes.  Extend that power, you’ll need it.”

“It’s unreliable-”

“It’s very reliable, it’s unhoned.  You can sense danger – did you ever actively use it to seek out danger?  Or did you sit back and rely on it to let you know? – ah, I have you there.  You need practice.  Seeking is just practice.  You’ll find it invaluable-”

At that point Panae arrived, sword in hand, and short-armed Farr back with a savagery that should have had the other off her feet.  Only some remarkable acrobatics enabled Farr to remain upright.  Senra sighed quietly, appreciating Panae’s defensive support and at the same time wishing the narrow woman would defuse.  Farr didn’t help by going still, head slightly to one side as if waiting for developments, the tiniest smile on her lips.  The smile would have been infuriating, if Senra hadn’t become used to the enigma.  It probably did not help Panae calm down, for the narrow woman brought up her sword in unmistakable invitation.

“Panae, stop it.  Farr’s just trying to help-”

“How would you know, you’re besotted with her,” retorted the narrow woman unfairly.  Senra looked from her to the still form of Farr and back again, annoyed with Panae’s words but at the same time appreciating what was being said.  It sounded unfair;  but under the circumstances, was it?  Did Farr have some kind of hold over her?  She looked again at the Rider and saw a quiet, rueful smile on the other’s lips, a perfect understanding;  in that instant she had her answer.

“I know because my power tells me so.  Same way it tells me when there’s danger,” there was no threat in the Rider.  Panae retorted that the danger sense was far from reliable, so why should she take Senra’s word for it? “because if you’d stop running around like a madwoman trying to fight her, you’d feel it in yourself.  Put the sword down.  She can’t always give us straight answers, but it isn’t because she’s avoiding answering, it’s because she doesn’t know.   Don’t assume that because she is... who she is, she has answers.  I’ve gathered that isn’t the case.  Although I would like an answer to one thing, Farr, I imagine we all would. You said something, ‘Zora’s legacy’.  Was Zora a person?”

“Yes.  She was a sistin who served Elroi well, and when one particularly stupid king decided to outlaw the sistin, they renamed the sistin – Sisters in Steel - after her:  the zora.  To honour her, and to give others like her a right to be themselves.”

It sounded so simple, so matter-of-fact, that for a moment Senra wondered why they hadn’t thought of it.  Panae’s sword tip sagged slowly, giving Gorive the chance to take it from her.  Both zora were looking at Farr in numb confusion.  Around and behind them the other zora gathered, silently questioning, their eyes on the Rider.  More than one asked the person beside them what was going on;  someone, it sounded like Rivelien, asked whether Farr had known Zora.  Nobody was really surprise at the slow nod.  After a short, digesting silence Haqua asked, sounding unusually diffident, if that was the reason the Rider kept coming to their aid.  Farr gave a very thief-like whoop of laughter before assuring them all she was not and never could be a zora, but she wanted them to continue and so yes, perhaps that was why she kept coming to their aid.  She finished with the wry observation that she wasn’t actually sure why she did it, only that she did and it seemed right.  This last did not satisfy Haqua.

“For Daylight’s sake, Farr, you can’t go careening around the place doing things and not knowing why you do them, there has to be a reason!” she was prepared to go on, but stopped at the amused, wry comment that there was a reason, Farr just didn’t know what it was. The silence that followed was profound and threatened to go on for a long time, and Senra gave a mental sigh.  Nothing about Farr really made sense, certainly not to the zora way of thinking, but this strange acceptance of things or actions that the Rider displayed was confounding.  Of all the things she had thought Farr was and could be, someone who accepted without question had never been among them;  there was too much of an analytical streak in the Rider.

“That doesn’t make sense,” decided Gilli finally, “you have to know your reasons.  Don’t you?”

“If I look too deeply into it, I just get a crashing headache and confused. Things seem to work out, anyway,” grinning wryly, knowing how mad it must sound to the practical zora.  By the look on their faces, she was right in her assessment.  

The silence resumed, broken only by a thoughtful observation by Camren that they might as well put it down to Farr’s power and leave it at that.  

“Just something to think about,” said Farr finally, sounding more serious as she faced the four Group Leaders, “you need a contingency in case Honar is over-run.  My suggestion would be either Py, or Elroi.  Senra will tell you there is nothing at Elroi, and that’s true, there isn’t at the moment.  But she will come back.  That is why the Sword came again to my hand.  And Senra, another suggestion – learn how to direct your danger sense.  Learn how to be able to tell where danger is, not just react when it’s near but when it’s further away.  You should be able to tell where the Gemadans and Kalenjin are, if you do that.”

She was gone.  Senra make a face and objected that it would help if someone would tell her how to do these minor miracles, and the gathering broke up.  They were meant to spend the night asleep, but well into the early hours of the morning Senra could hear the chatter of zora still trying to work out how their friend Farr could be the same person as the being who had disappeared into the night.  More than one was of the opinion that at least the whole thing sounded mad enough to be Farr.

In the morning Camren caught Senra grooming her horse, talking to it as if unmindful of the world about them.  The sight reminded the senior Group Leader of a disquieting thought that had entertained her through a long and not particularly restful night.

“Something to consider,” Senra looked over the black gelding’s withers, eyebrows raised, “we still know very little about Farr.  Have you thought she might be an elemental?  This business of not questioning what she is doing, that’s very strange.  It might be a characteristic of an elemental.”

“I hadn’t thought of it – I think of her as a peculiar human, that’s all,” but Camren had a point.  Farr was a very, very peculiar human;  she might be a quite ordinary elemental.  It would probably have helped them both if they understood what an elemental was, of course.  Camren seemed to be hesitating, as if wanting to go on, and Senra sighed, “I don’t know what I can do to find out, either.  She’s right.  I don’t know how to direct my power, I still don’t know that I want to.”

“But you don’t still harbor thoughts of being a monster?” Camren didn’t like the silence her question raised and shifted, lips thinning, “Senra, whatever you might be, a monster is not one of them.”

“No, I don’t think of myself as a monster, now.  I have had a monster in my life, but that was Arun.  It’s just that Farr said I had a remarkable amount of power, and I just don’t feel it.  If I don’t feel it, how can I learn to use it?  I think...,” she rubbed the black’s muzzle slowly, trying to analyse how she felt.  An answer, of sorts, eventually came, “I think there’s something blocking me.  But I don’t know whether it’s me, or something outside me.  I tried directing my danger sense last night, after Farr went, but it didn’t seem to do anything.  Just the vague feeling of danger towards Gemada, towards Kalenj and an even vaguer sense of something, I couldn’t even say it was danger, somewhere to the south-south-west of Py.  But we all know there’s danger at Kalenj and Gemada, so it was useless.”

Camren pulled one ear for a moment before remembering why she had come in the first place, and asked Senra to join her at a Group Leader’s meeting.  What she wanted to discuss startled them all.

“All of us?  Head off into that frozen wasteland and not back to the Vale? – have you taken leave of your senses?!!” that was Haqua.  Camren thought for a moment before observing that she hadn’t taken leave of her senses, and despite the shock both Rivelien and Senra had to smother a smile.  Haqua looked taken aback, missing the gentle irony.

“Shouldn’t we go back to the Vale to recover, regroup?” wondered Rivelien, “and what of the trainees?  They’ll be expecting us back,” she looked unhappy when the senior Group Leader pointed out that the Vale was not a safe haven and the trainees probably should not be left there, lest the same thing befall them that had befallen Grenien and the previous group of trainees, “we can’t take them with us.”

But apparently Camren was of the view that they might have to take the trainees with them, and those trainees who didn’t want to do so would have to be returned to their families.  It was a view that shocked them all, and for a long moment a very uncomfortable silence fell.  Finally Senra stirred.

“I don’t see how we can do it – if we’re in the thick of battle, we can’t afford to leave anyone looking after the children.  And unless we’re camped well back from the battle, there’s no guarantee they wouldn’t get caught up in it.  This is a very risky idea, Camren.”

“I would rather leave our trainees at Oasis, which is about as far from the fighting as we can leave them, than at the Vale,” which, Haqua conceded slowly, did make a bit of sense.  Camren settled more comfortably on her feet, “yes, it means we have a lot of travelling to do – to Oasis and back again before spring assaults.  Let’s face facts.  We’re not a mainstay of Honar’s defence, we effectively are a disciplined and, I hope, highly effective auxiliary force.  Travelling is tiring, but it’s not half as tiring as fighting day in, day out;  and if we take it in relatively easy stages, we should get to Oasis in reasonable condition.  A few weeks of rest and recreation, then we would have to head off again;  but the trainees could remain billeted at Oasis.”

After a long silence, during which each Group Leader considered the words of their senior, Haqua spoke for them all when she said it still sounded like a daft idea, but might work as long as they knew where they had to be when the fighting resumed, and could plan their return to battle with that in mind.

“I hope we’ll be welcome in Oasis,” Rivelien said finally, chewing a lower lip, “sometimes it seems to me the towns we go through... resent us.  Don’t want us.”

“You can’t really blame them,” said Senra slowly, realizing that Rivelien was right.  The zora had once been welcome anywhere, but now it seemed they could not move on fast enough for most towns and villages – nothing was said, but the sense of welcome was missing.  The army was probably no more welcome, although both forces made sure to pay for anything they needed;  but the years of warfare would be even more wearing on civilians, disrupting the even tenor of their everyday lives, bringing threat, fear, death in its wake, “we must seem to bring destruction wherever we go, at least to them.”

“Can’t have a war without disruption!” retorted Rivelien, but by the look on her face she understood what Senra was saying.  This was a disappointing side effect of a disappointing inability to end the warfare.

“Should be welcome in Oasis – my people are there,” said their leader tranquilly and with complete confidence.

Camren’s family proved to be the antithesis of her – they surrounded the zora in a happy, noisy, laughing throng which served to unnerve more than one horse.  Panae’s ageing bay mare snapped at all and sundry, and even Senra’s black gelding fiddled uneasily, rolling eyes at the joyous human throng.  She eased him back a little, sparing her senior Group Leader a quick glance, and nearly laughed at the look of resignation on Camren’s face as the Group Leader attempted to answer half a dozen questions at once.  By the look of her family, this was quite normal and nobody actually expected her to answer.

“I get the feeling,” Nevis said lightly to Youlang, “Camren became a zora to escape this lot! – they’re as bad as the trainees,” which was a slight exaggeration, the trainees had been a lot noisier when the zora had returned to the Vale.  When told they were to ride with the zora south, they had proved how much noise a group of youngsters actually could produce, and even now, after many days of tedious riding, they were able to chatter excitedly at the welcoming throng.

Youlang, coming from a large and happy family, just smiled at the hubub about them.  Little Trinka, riding double behind her with short legs sticking out but hands firmly grasping Youlang’s belt, was probably one of the loudest of the trainees, but her co-rider seemed content with the arrangement.  For Senra, coming from a much smaller family circle, the noise and the number of people was nearly as unnerving as it was for her horse.  Finally she reined in and let the cavalcade move past, although two – her faithful shadows – stopped with her.  

“Not planning anything silly, are you?” wondered Panae. 

“No.  Just wondering how Oasis is going to cope with all of us, and all of Camren’s relatives, carrying on at full volume.  It’s all very fine saying we over-winter here, but Oasis isn’t that big and we aren’t that small a group.  Let alone the noise!” as there was a burst of merry chatter from the group in front of them;  the black put its ears back, displeased by the noise.  Panae easily managed a cranky reaction from her horse, patting the brown neck absently, and muttered agreement.

“I think Camren would have thought of that,” said Gorive placidly, and indeed their senior Group Leader was well ahead of them on that score.  The zora, it transpired, would be comfortably billeted out among the townspeople, all of whom appeared to consider it an honour to house a zora.  Oasis harboured none of the suspicion and resentment that seemed to be developing in townships closer to Kalenj and Gemada, probably because it’s very southerly position had insulated it from the effects of war.  The relief of it was almost tangible, a testament to the unstated tension that had developed amongst the zora.

“Are you related to half the town?” wondered Senra, meeting up with Camren a few days later, “you didn’t tell me Darvin was your brother – nor that mine host is your uncle, or that your aunt – one of them, anyway! – runs the school-”

“They’re not all my relatives,” reflected the senior Group Leader absently, then smiled at the look on Senra’s face.  Senra had been baiting her, just a little.  But she was right, Camren was related to the larger proportion of townspeople.
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SENRA WAS BEING FOOLISH.  She knew it before she started, but nonetheless she felt she had to ride south of Oasis.  She told herself it would only be for a little way and then she would turn back, but not long after leaving Oasis the snow started falling and she was enfolded in a featureless flood of white.  Her own tracks were disappearing rapidly, the gelding making increasingly heavy weather of moving, and finally she drew rein.  She dare not go any further – if her tracks became any further hidden, she would never find her way back to Oasis.

“All right, Farr, you’ve beaten me-”

There was a sharp movement to the left and the thick, featureless white seemed to heave, powdering up like the spume of a wave.  She stared, incredulous, as a dull, dark apparition erupted from the heaving snow and bore down on her.  It bore a weird resemblance to a mounted pikeman, except a pikeman moulded crudely out of clay with nothing finished, everything more a suggestion than real.  When she saw the spear that was levelled inexorably at her, it was far too late to dodge.  She tried anyway, swearing at her danger sense, at herself for having filtered out it’s warning, at the snow, at the apparition;  she nearly managing to escape, as the spear achieved a glancing blow rather than a direct hit.  It felt like slow ice as the tip pierced her, and following directly after that was an odd, whimsical weariness.  Certainly her dark assailant expected no further trouble, wheeling his equally dark mount to stand stock-still, watching her tumble off the black gelding with an utter lack of emotion that was terrifying.  The gelding, panicking, ploughed through the snow in a bid to escape and soon was away. A faraway part of her mind registered the gelding running, and the way the snow flared behind her attacker to release a massive white horse.  There was a lovely, soporific flurry around the new rider and then there was nothing as she hit the snow, unconscious.

“Vora!” roared Farr, bursting in without ceremony on an informal chat among the healers and nearly causing Astrina, nearest the door, to have a heart attack, “Senra needs you.  Now.”

In her arms was a bundle swathed in what looked to be a thick brown hide, swathed so thoroughly that nothing of the inhabitant could be seen.  She instantly was surrounded by every healer left among the zora, but made her way past them to the fire, coming to a standstill so complete and unannounced that two of the healers literally ran into her.  Derive bounced back and peeled back a layer of the skin, finding another layer beneath that, and beneath that a deathly-white scrap of skin that looked like an arm.  When she felt for a pulse she nearly yelped at the intense cold under her fingers.

“The grai’en’Elroi.  I wasn’t fast enough.  She needs warmth more than anything else, I think I’ve got the poison out of her,” reported the Rider, still standing like a statue.  Apparently she was prepared to stand like that forever, but with a little effort the healers pulled the table up as close to the fire as was possible, and then took the bundle of skins that encased the Group Leader out of Farr’s hands.  With some trepidation Derive and Vora peeled back the skins, finally exposing Senra, while Astrina and Galathin started heaping wood onto the fire.  Rastien and Annah busied themselves filling every pot they could find with heating stones, on the principle that it might take a little while, but eventually the room would be uncomfortably warm;  surely warm enough to thaw Senra.  Ajava, recognizing the limitations of their supply of firewood, went out to collect more.

“All right, Farr, we’ll take care of her,” Fillien patted the Rider’s arm and snatched back her hand, hissing, “you’re freezing!”

“Keeping her warm,” was the response.  Fillien hesitated, trying to read something in the other’s face and uncomfortably conscious that, with four healers already attending to Senra, she herself was probably unnecessary for that particular crisis.  There was no more room for her to help with preparing the heating stones, either.  

The Rider looked impassive, and with a jolt Fillien understood that it was taking all Farr’s willpower to stay upright, let alone answer questions;  whatever she had done to enable her to bring Senra to them, it had cost her a great deal.  When Farr did move, it was to make to lie down, moving with a strange, slow torpor.  Horrified, Fillien hauled her back to her feet and started forcing her to walk, hooking one of the Rider’s arms over her own shoulders.  It was like applying a freezing brand to herself, but she held Farr's arm in place.

“No you don’t, you stay on your feet, you walk, you-  Farr, you can’t go to sleep, you won’t wake up!” which illicited a slurred, bone-weary answer that made no sense, one hand fumbling vaguely at her jerkin pocket. 

By the fire, the other healers were still busy with Senra, but Derive abandoned them to join Fillien on the other side of the Rider.  She also hissed at the profound cold in the other’s body as she put Farr's free arm across her own shoulders.  Farr moved restlessly, trying again to reach the pocket, and Derive let the Rider’s arm fall, lightly pushing her hand aside and then delving into the pocket.  She pulled out a small packet, opening it carefully to sniff the contents.  There was something faintly familiar in the scent of the dried leaves in the packet.

“Tea,” grated Farr, “her, me – tea,” and Derive nodded, abandoning Farr to Fillien in order to start making the tea.  It took no time at all for the room to begin to fill with a tantalizing, soft aroma, but while brewing the tea went smoothly, it was a major problem to get either Farr or Senra to drink any.  With considerable effort the team of healers managed it, although a goodly proportion of the first beaker offered to Senra’s frozen lips ended up on the floor.  By then the heat in the room meant the liquid did not remain underfoot for long.
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On one side the sands stretched a burning hell;  everywhere else it was snow, freezing white snow.  There was no end to the sand.  There was no end to the snow.  The only thing that ended was the oasis and the date palms, not leaning, not fruiting.  The sun was out and blazing, but it was an icy light with no warmth in it at all.


“Ah, you’re awake,” observed a voice.  She turned, puzzled because there had been no sound, and beheld a wizened old woman with bright black eyes.  The old woman nodded, cackling slightly in a voice like bark crumbling, “yes, and it’s about time, too.  She had such a deal drawing you back.”


“Farr?  Where is she?” a wrinkled hand gestured at the coldness all around them and Senra sighed.  No closer, after all, “I must find her.”


“Patience.  Why are you children so impatient?  Come and eat.”


With a philosophy she didn’t feel, the zora followed the ancient into a tent which seemed to rise into the very heavens.  Inside the tent the sound of the old woman’s aimless chattering echoed, rebounding with an eerie metallicness;  apart from that there was no sound.  Even the glittering fire made no noise.  She stared at it, bewildered, until the old woman pushed her roughly onto the cushions before it.  There was an alarming degree of strength in those ancient arms.  But the zora had no chance to speak as the old woman thrust into her hands a goblet and a bowl of food.


“Eat.  Is good.”


That was true of the drink, a subtle blending into mulled wine that made her feel light-headed for a moment.  The contents of the bowl was a different matter.  It looked like an unpleasant mixture of nuts and semi-congealed milk.  Instead of eating, she prodded it with a finger.


“Ach, how the children must play with their food,” muttered the old woman in disgust, and sprinkled some mulled wine on the mess. That only made it look worse, “eat.”


“It looks terrible-”


“Eat!” sharply, in a voice that echoed and reverberated like a distant thunderstorm.  Senra made to push the bowl away and found it impossible;  the only recourse was to eat the mess.  With the exception of the nuts, it tasted as revolting as it looked, “good.  Now,” the crone topped up the zora’s goblet and scrambled to her feet, swaying for a moment like a dried old crow, “you want Linfarr?  We all want Linfarr.  She is near.”


“Where?” but to Senra’s horror she could barely move.  The old woman laughed oddly, pulling back a shroud that had appeared to be part of the tent wall.  In doing so she revealed what appeared to be a throne of ice;  certainly the temperature in the tent plummeted, but it was nothing compared to the plummeting of Senra’s spirits.  Farr was there, all right, seated on the throne of ice.  But her face was drawn and blank, the twinkling eyes now lifeless, pitiless, empty.  It was Farr’s body, but not Farr, “what have you done to her?!” 


There was no answer and she looked around.  The old woman had gone;  in her place was a placid matron of middle age, watching the zora with a strange, earthy smile on her lips.  Senra had an eerie feeling that the ancient and this woman were the one person, although they could not have looked less alike.  A mummified apple core had more in common with its original fruit.


“Linfarr is well,” said the matron, her voice as earthy as her smile, “she is resting.  It is important.  You would not disturb her rest.”


“Who-  Who are you?” but she wasn’t surprised at the placid observation that Senra knew the answer.  The hairs rose on her neck and she swallowed heavily, uncomfortably aware that in all probability she was in the presence of the Great Mother and that the Mother had possession of Farr.  What hope had she? – for all her great giving qualities, the Mother was not renown for personal generosity;  and why would anyone want to share Farr?  A quick glance at the soulless occupant of the ice throne brought a gust of pity, running like quicksilver through her despair, “why do you want Farr?”


“Linfarr has great power,” the Mother smiled up at the throne, a strange, flickering smile like candlelight behind a screen, “it is better that she remain here, resting, than use the power to further some other creature’s greed.”


“Farr wouldn’t do that-”


“Ah?  The Mother would not know that?” there was challenge in the earthy voice and Senra looked down, ashamed.  Of course the Great Mother would know Farr’s ethics;  she knew everything.  But the other smiled quietly, for once disposed to explain, “there are those who would subvert her power so that she did not know it was for evil.  Better to leave her dreaming here.”


The empty eyes did not look dreaming.  Senra felt the chill of despair seep into every pore, until she was shivering continuously; touching Farr lightly felt like touching the core of a glacier.  It was cold to the point of burning.




“FARR, STAY AWAKE!” Derive delivered the Rider a lively slap and went still, suddenly aware she might have overstepped the mark.  Just for a minute the action seemed to hang in the air, before there was a soft, scratchy but dry chuckle, a hint of the familiar, and the Rider tried to push her legs into motion again.  At the same time there was a muffled noise from the bundle of skins and Vora cautiously peeled back the flap across Senra’s face.

“Daylight get this thing off me, I’m roasting!” croaked the Group Leader, but before she did anything of the sort Vora laid a palm on Senra’s cheek.  The other wasn’t at normal temperature yet, but nor was she so deathly cold.  Frowning a little, Vora eased the skins back, “get it off me – what in Daylight is it?!”

“Lanast hide.” 

The words made no sense and Senra didn’t recognise the voice, so she tried to look around Vora at the speaker.  All she could see was Astrina and Galathin, and beyond them Derive, an out-of-focus Derive at that.  A moment later and Annah was there, bundling a scorching hot rock against her side with ruthless efficiency.

“Keep her covered,” went on the stranger’s voice.  Vora hesitated a moment and then, to Senra’s dismay, closed the skin around her body, leaving her face bare.  She squirmed, appalled to find she had little strength and even less co-ordination, and eventually stopped trying when Vora growled at her that she was still dangerously cold.  A moment later and it was Galathin’s face hovering over her, grimly holding a beaker to her lips with the command that she drink.  It was a bitter, not altogether pleasant warm drink and she tried to pull back, but Galathin was remorseless, “drink it you dozy you need it,” came the stranger’s voice again, completely without inflexion despite the words.

There was a knock at the door and a youngster came in.

“Auntie Camren says-” was as far as little Covina managed before Astrina asked her to bring her aunt to the room.  With commendable alacrity, she hurried away.  

The second beaker had been administered when the senior Group Leader came in, took in the scene at a glance, and sighed patiently.  She had known, when proposing the move to Oasis for the winter, she was placing Senra at peril of being drawn south into this mysterious Elroi.   It seemed her fears had been right;  Astrina’s attempt at explaining what had happened was hampered by inadequate knowledge, and the only person having the knowledge seemed to be determined to fall asleep, despite the efforts of Fillien and Derive.  Derive risked another slap, causing the same scratchy version of Farr’s dry chuckle, the same unconvincing attempt at walking.  Camren pulled her ear for a moment before going over to where Senra lay.  A pair of confused, rather worried blue eyes met hers.

“What happened?”

“I was stupid-”

“Probably, but what happened?” the words Farr managed to grate out made no sense and the senior Group Leader continued to regard her second thoughtfully, a little surprised that Senra seemed unaware that it was Farr who had spoken.  Admittedly it hadn’t sounded very much like the Rider’s voice.

“Went south and something came out of the snow and stabbed me with a spear and after that I don’t remember anything until I woke up wrapped up in this thing and liable to cook,” which, while it no doubt encapsulated the essentials, wasn’t entirely helpful.  Camren looked at Farr, frowning again at the way the Rider was leaning of the healers.  There was no doubting Farr was in trouble, “and Vora won’t let me out of it.”

“Not until you’re warmer-”

“I’m roasting!” 

“Your perceptions,” Vora was quite incisive, folding the lanast hide – whatever that was – back over Senra’s neck as Rastien replaced a couple of cooled stones with ones fresh from the hearth, “are up the creek.  You’re still too cold,” behind Vora, Fillien was offering Farr a second beaker of tea.  The Rider looked resigned, drinking it slowly as if the act of swallowing took main effort.  

Camren’s ear began to look pink with the amount of puzzled tugging it was receiving.  Finally she patted what she assumed to be Senra’s shoulder, reminded the other to listen to her healers, and went over to Farr to ask for a rational explanation.  Derive raised eyebrows, surprised at Camren for expecting something rational from Farr, and the Rider chuckled again.  This time it didn’t sound quite so scratchy and the bundle by the fire stirred.

“Senra headed south.  The grai’en’Elroi came on her before I could stop them,” Farr’s voice seemed to settle as she spoke, some of the disturbing pallor easing from her skin, “so I got the poison out of her, wrapped her up in lanast hide, and got her here as fast as I could.  My fault.  I wasn’t fast enough to stop it.  Misjudged how fast they can move, I’ll have to get them to stand down after all,” this last more to herself.  Camren sighed quietly, not happy with the turn of events, “my fault, Camren.”

“Farr?” a bewildered voice issuing from the lanast hide cocoon.  Vora told her to shut up.

“Will she be all right?” but the Rider managed a quiet smile.

“Oh yes.  It won’t be long before Vora can let her out of the lanast hide,” a feeling ‘good!’ from the cocoon made them both smile, “and at worst she’ll have a bit of a headache.  Be a bit weak for a while, too, but that’ll pass.  I am sorry, this is all my fault-”

“I’m not interested in apportioning blame, Farr.  But,” Camren shot Senra a quick look and lowered her voice, “I can’t say I’m happy with all this.  Faline was worried you might prove a bad influence on Senra, and I’m beginning to wonder if she wasn’t right,” she would have gone on, but for the look Farr gave her – quiet, understanding, sad and resigned.

“I truly wish no harm to Senra or the zora.  I will make sure this doesn’t happen again,” and before anyone could react she was gone.  Camren compressed her lips, slightly annoyed;  she had wanted to have a serious talk with Farr.  After a moment she stepped outside, expecting to find the street empty, and was startled to see the Rider waiting there, apparently wanting to have a word with her away from other ears, “you doubt me and so you should, I’m not who you thought I was for several years.  But I am no threat to you or the zora, any of them.  If I am a threat, I would hope it is to the two who are hunting me.  I can’t prove it.  So I will try to leave you and the zora to your wars, while I deal with mine.  I sincerely hope the two never coincide. But what I said earlier about power having its own will still holds.  The grai’en’Elroi will not attack anyone entering Elroi, should Senra take off again – well, they won’t once I’ve stood them down,” in a wry aside reminiscent of the happy-go-lucky thief.

“How long will that take?” but the Rider laughed, assuring it was the work of a moment, “and she will be all right?  Senra is a very good zora and I am loath to lose her.”

“You will not lose her to the grai’en’Elroi.”

With that Camren had to be satisfied and Farr slipped away into the snow that surrounded Oasis.  By the time Camren got back into the room Senra was half out of the lanast hide, looking flushed and desperate to be all the way out.  She had two healers trying to work out how Farr had wrapped her into the hide in the first place;  as far as she was concerned, they could not work it out fast enough.  It didn’t help that Derive and Galathin were nearly helpless with laughter at their inability to untangle her.

––––––––
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“I REALLY AM SORRY,” Senra held her aching head in place – Farr’s ‘little bit of a headache’ in no way encapsulated the raging thump in her skull – and looked miserably at the floor.  Derive, Galathin, Fillien and Astrina had finally managed to untangle the lanast hide from around her body and all seven healers were examining it with fascination, muttering amongst themselves as if they had just discovered a pot of gold;  Camren assumed she was unlikely to
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