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Chapter One

 


 


Miria swept along the wide hallway of her
father's house. The afternoon sunlight streamed in through the
unshuttered windows. The late summer sun was hot on Miria's skin,
and she waved her hand in Hedda's direction.

“Fan, Hedda.”

“Yes, Domina.” Hedda unhooked from her sash a
large fan of peacock-feathers and began to wave it at
Miria.

“Ausir.” Miria turned the word over in her
mouth, the word her brother had said, the word she had never heard
before. “Ausir.” As Miria passed from the bright hallway to the
even brighter peristyle, she blinked. Her father stood on the
ceramic tiles of a mosaic, going over accounts with his
steward.

Miria crossed the center of the mosaic,
stepping over the large, golden bee perched on the arrow. Though no
one ever said so, Miria considered it bad luck to step on the bee.
To her, it would be like trampling on the virtue of the women of
the Basur clan, of which she was herself the latest.

“What, Father, is an Ausir?” Miria bent her
knees and inclined her head, as a daughter should. Still, she was
unafraid; she knew that, however peeved her father might be with
the brother who had let the word slip, she would be safe from her
father's irritation in this case.

“Where did you hear that word?” Mirius Basur
Kestal tousled his daughter's hair, and she felt a stab of fear for
her brother. There was no bluster, no seeming anger, and that
concerned Miria.

“It was Aemilius, Father.” Miria looked at her
feet. “He was taunting me with his new secret. Mirius explained a
bit, but not enough.”

“Ah.” Miria saw her father's shoulders relax.
“Come, Miria. I would not have shown you, but, since Aemilius could
not keep it to himself — and he shall be reprimanded, Miria, never
fear — it is as well, daughter, that you learn what it is that
keeps our family in its position.”

“Keeps us second only to the Akar, you mean,”
said Miria.

“The Akar House will not lord it over us much
longer.” Mirius strode out of the peristyle and into the depths of
the house. Miria had to trot to keep up with him. Hedda was
running. “Soon, soon, daughter, you will be able to say you hail
from the highest House in Nirrion.”

Miria did not reply. She could not understand
her father's confidence, his certainty that she considered
arrogance.

“Leave.” Mirius dismissed Hedda, and Miria
gasped. Never had she known an occasion on which her father would
dismiss her nurse. Mirius waited until Hedda had disappeared.
“This, daughter, is an Ausir.” Mirius pushed open the door of a
large cellar, one Miria had never seen opened.

Inside the room was dark; there were no
windows, of course, and apparently there were no lamps or candles.
As her eyes adjusted, Miria searched for the mysterious Ausir, for
that thing which would give her house preeminence in the city. She
expected, perhaps, some modern, terrifying implement of war.
Instead, she saw a tall figure step forward. She looked up. It was
a man, with long, black hair and midnight eyes. She stared at the
figure, now unsure that it could be a Man. Though, just possibly, a
Man might be so tall — a head and a half taller than her father —
no Man could have eyes like those large, luminous black
orbs.

“Yes?” The figure spoke, and Miria stepped
back.

“Have no fear, Miria.” Her father laughed as
he gestured toward the stranger. “This is an Ausir. Our
Ausir.”

Miria bent her knees and bobbed her head,
giving the stranger the greeting appropriate to a nobleman. “I am
Miria Basura Kestal.”

Mirius laughed. “Daughter, daughter. You ought
not to speak to him so.”

The stranger said, “And why not?” His accented
speech was intelligible, but Miria had never heard any language
with that peculiar lilt. “I am Tsalrin of the House of Melalor,
lady.” Tsalrin bowed to Miria, and the tail of his glossy hair
slipped over his shoulder.

“He is a slave, daughter. We own him.” Mirius
smiled, turning his back on Tsalrin.

“You do not, human.” Tsalrin's lip curled. “I
am bound to obey, but you do not own me; nor has any ever named a
Melalor a slave.”

Mirius' eyes narrowed, but he did not turn
back to face Tsalrin. “Come, Miria. Now you know what an Ausir is.”
He walked away, and Miria knew he expected her to follow
him.

“Yes, Father.” But Miria did not leave; she
knew her father would not notice her absence. Instead she asked
Tsalrin, “I apologize — How should I address you?”

“How do you address your slaves?” Tsalrin
stepped forward into the light of the hallway, and Miria swallowed
the whimper in her throat.

She stared openly. Tsalrin, seen in the full
light, was startling. His skin lacked the pallor of a Skenje; his
flesh was almost olive, like a slave's skin would be, but there was
a golden cast to the color that Miria could not place. His clothes
were neither the robes of a tradesman nor the toga of a nobleman.
He wore a loose tunic of deep green, and she found it odd that his
legs were covered with black breeches. The tunic was open at the
neck, revealing an ornate silver and onyx collar. Miria's eyes
traced a long, white scar, which disappeared beneath the
tunic.

“Do you like what you see, little Basura?”
Tsalrin's gaze hardened. “Do you want to enjoy the strange
Ausir?”

“No, I — forgive me for staring, sir.” Miria
looked down.

Tsalrin laughed, but Miria heard no mirth in
the sound. “It is I who have been rude, lady. I expected from you
what I have received from your father.”

Miria could not help herself; at the aspersion
on her family's honor, she glanced away from Tsalrin and into the
cellar behind him. There she saw neither lamp nor candle; she saw
only three nearly empty racks for wine amphorae and a rough pallet
on the floor.

“The Rose-goddess forgive the rudeness of your
reception!” Miria's cheeks burned. “You do not even have a candle,
let alone a bed or — ” She stopped, ashamed of babbling. “I will
send slaves down to attend to you.”

Tsalrin shook his head. “Lady, your father
forbids any slaves here. Only your family is to know I am here. As
for candles — ” Tsalrin shrugged. “I do not need them, therefore
they are not given me.”

“Nor are chairs needed.” Miria looked
at Tsalrin's lips, now curved into a smile. The unexpected fullness
of his lips distracted her. “But they are found throughout my
father's house nonetheless. I will bring these things to you
myself, then.”

“Why? Did you not hear your father call me
'slave'? Would you do so much for any other slave?” Tsalrin's gaze
was heavy on Miria, and she put her hand to her cheeks to cover the
flames there.

“No, of course not. But you are no slave; you
are a treasure of our house. My brother Mirius said so.” Miria
tried to look at Tsalrin's feet, but her eyes betrayed her by
straying to the lean muscles of his calves.

“And you take your brother's word over your
father's.” Tsalrin's black gaze appraised Miria, but before he
could speak further, Aemilius stumbled down the stairs.

“Miria!” Aemilius' voice jarred in his
sister's ears. “So Father showed you the Ausir? Isn't he
hideous?”

Miria said nothing. Tears of commingled shame
and rage pricked her eyes. How dare Aemilius denigrate Tsalrin's
bodily perfection?

When Miria did not reply, Aemilius sniggered.
“You haven't seen, then?” He swaggered past Miria to Tsalrin. Then
he exhaled, a long, slow breath. Miria could smell the wine on it.
“Kneel, Ausir.”

And Tsalrin did so.

Miria stared into Tsalrin's face. She searched
for some ulterior motive, some reason why this proud man who had
been so impudent to her father would obey her brother without
defiance. She could see nothing, and she stepped back a
pace.

“You see, sister, right here.” Aemilius
snatched Tsalrin's hair, ripping the leather tie from it. “Here.”
Miria's brother pulled the hair back from the side of Tsalrin's
head. A tall, pointed ear, almost reaching to the crown of
Tsalrin's head, was revealed. “Isn't that revolting?” Aemilius
giggled.

Miria stepped forward again, stretching out a
hand toward her family's prisoner, but stopped. She did not wish to
give her brother the impression of joining him in doing violence to
Tsalrin's beauty.

“Not ugly enough for you yet?” Miria shrank
from Aemilius' raucous laughter. “See here?” The yank on Tsalrin's
hair that accompanied the words was strong enough to snap the
Ausir's head to the side. A round black nub, an inch high, jutted
out just above his hairline; with another vicious jerk, Aemilius
revealed the matching nub on the other side. “Can you imagine how
disgusting they would be if he were allowed to grow them
out?”

Miria looked back at Tsalrin's face, desperate
for a clue to his passivity. Why would someone so proud take this
abuse from the oaf Aemilius? Surely she had not mistaken his
boldness before her father? This docility could not be the true
nature of the Ausir. Miria knew slaves; this Ausir did not carry
himself like them. Why was he acting like one now?

“Why?” Miria addressed Tsalrin, but Aemilius
was the one who answered.

“Because he's outcast, of course. Father's
told me everything.” The bravado was no more than she expected from
her second brother.

“I wasn't talking to you, Aemilius.” Miria did
not look at him. “Isn't there another chariot race for you to lose
a bet on?”

“Plenty!” Aemilius released his hold on
Tsalrin's hair. “And plenty of whores, too. Not enough women at the
Academy for my tastes.” He left Tsalrin and Miria and wandered back
up the stairs. “It's good to be home, sister!”

The moment Aemilius was out of sight, Tsalrin
started to his feet. He stared defiance at Miria.

“Why did you kneel before my asinine
brother?”

“I had to.” Tsalrin touched the elegant silver
and onyx collar with a black-gloved hand. Miria saw, too, a broad,
golden band around his left wrist, a symbol of wealth that yet
deepened the mystery.

“But that is not a slave's collar, nor a
slave's bracelet, and you are not a slave.” Miria gestured
to the stairs. “I know slaves. I have dozens.”

“Good for you. No Ausir would enslave a fellow
Child of the Storm.” Tsalrin looked long at Miria then, and she
felt his eyes resting on the gold of her loose curls.

Miria waited to hear what he would say. She
could see the words trembling on his lips. But he said nothing. He
turned his back to her, going back into the darkness of his cellar.
She let him go. His behavior was a mystery to her.

Miria started back up the stairs. She knew
that she ought to forget Tsalrin. Yes, he was beautiful, but if
coupling were all she wanted, she could afford the most beautiful
pleasure-slave in Nirrion. Blood suffused her cheeks. Of course,
she was not allowed to couple. Her political worth in marriage
would be halved if she were not a virgin. That last look he had
given her, the words he had not said — she had to know
more.

****

A quarter of an hour later, Miria knocked at
Tsalrin's door. “Sir? It is Miria. I bring the lamps and bedding I
promised you.”

The door opened more quickly than Miria had
expected; it was as though Tsalrin had been standing in the
doorway. “You?” Tsalrin did not move to take the lamps and blankets
from Miria.

“Yes, I. I told you that I would bring these.
Did you think that I would not come?” Miria turned sideways to fit
between Tsalrin and the doorframe. She felt the lean, hard muscles
of his stomach through the thin cotton of his tunic. She smiled and
began to lay the blankets on the floor in an awkward approximation
of Hedda's bed-making.

Only then did Tsalrin take the lamps from her,
and he set them by the pallet. “I did not think you would come
back, no. Not after what you saw of me.”

Miria waited, hoping for further speech from
him. She did not have to wait long.

“It is true what your brother said.” Tsalrin
brushed with a gloved fingertip the nubs of his sawn-off horns. “I
was cast out from my own people, and they cut off my horns as a
mark of my shame.”

“How did you come to be captured by my
father?” Miria straightened the fresh blankets. Even as she spoke,
she tried to imagine how Tsalrin would look with his horns grown
back in. Would they curve back to lie against his black
hair?

Tsalrin's laugh was short and bitter,
interrupting Miria's imaginings. “Your father inherited command of
me.”

“How is that possible? You are
too—”

“Young? For seventy-five years I have been
forced to serve one Mirius Basur Kestal after another. You people
have no imagination, naming every firstborn son after his
father.”

“That is impossible.” Miria could not accept
Tsalrin's words. “You are young, like my brothers. Even Mirius, the
elder of my two brothers, is only three-and-twenty, and you look no
older.”

“I am in my third century. I am not a Man. I
am Ausir. We live through twenty generations of Men. This, in part,
is why I am valuable to your father.”

“What is the other part?” Miria asked more to
cover her confusion than from a desire to know. Tsalrin was old
like the temple in Nirrion, old like the statues of the gods in the
forum, and yet his beauty still stirred her as no other man's ever
had.

Tsalrin looked down at his hands, but before
he could reply, her brother Mirius appeared in the doorway. He did
not knock. He rolled his eyes at Miria, and he exhaled. Miria
shrank from her father's exasperation.

“You will follow me now.” Mirius gave the
order and turned away.

Tsalrin rose. “This is the other part.” He
said no more, but he held Miria in his black eyes until he had
disappeared into the darkened hallway.

Miria sat down on Tsalrin's pallet and pulled
the old blankets up around her. Unlike the ones she had brought,
these old blankets still carried Tsalrin's scent, a scent of
almonds and myrrh.

 


 



Chapter Two

 


Miria stood before the household shrine to
Jehiel. She held the posture of prayer, keeping her head bowed and
her hands folded before her breast. Her eyes, however, were open,
and she waited for the familiar footsteps of her oldest brother.
She did not have to wait long.

“Mirius, come, pray with me.” Miria grabbed
her brother's hand and pulled him to stand by the
shrine.

“What?” Mirius was not deceived by Miria's
parade of piety. “Sister, we have to leave soon.”

“I know. Cena at the Akar house. An enormously
important occasion. The first time a Basur has been invited to
their house in fifty years.” Miria rolled her eyes. “I don't care.
Tell me about Tsalrin.”

“Why?” Mirius lowered his voice.

“How long have you known about him?” Miria was
grateful for the diaphanous veil, which hid her changing
color.

Mirius took up a tallow candle and dripped it
over the feet of Jehiel's image. “Three years.”

“And you never told me?” Miria took the candle
in her turn. “Where does he live? How is he kept? Does he have
servants? Father does not give Tsalrin anything while he is in the
house.”

“Usually, he lives in a small . . . house on
our southern property, just on the shores of Lake Basur.” Mirius
bowed his head.

“With no attendants? And why do you hesitate
to call it a house?” Miria kissed the statue's greasy foot, then
wiped her lips.

“Because it is a hovel. And, yes, he lives
alone. He is provided with fresh clothes when the ones he has wear
out. He is provided with food, and he is allowed to hunt.” Mirius
bowed to the statue.

“Surely you don't approve of the way he is
treated, brother?” Miria turned pleading eyes on Mirius.

“It is not for me to approve or disapprove.”
Mirius adjusted the golden comb, which held her veil. “And it does
you no good to think about him. He cannot be known outside our
House, and even the women who marry into our House cannot be told.
You would not be permitted to speak of him, even to your
husband.”

Miria's heart thudded against her ribs at this
mention of a husband and Tsalrin in the same breath, but she
dropped her eyes, unwilling to meet her brother's gaze. She knew
that at the cena this evening her father would open marriage
negotiations with Darius the Younger, heir to the Akar House. Her
only comfort was that such negotiations were likely to be long,
involved, and difficult due to the long-held enmity between their
Houses.

“Could you do that, Miria?” asked
Mirius.

Miria blinked, forcing her thoughts back to
her brother’s words. “I can keep my own counsel, Brother,
yes.”

Mirius offered her his arm to escort her to
the litter, but, though she took it, Miria wished she could go back
to that darkened cellar where Tsalrin was kept. She had not seen
him since his departure the night before, and she wondered if he
had even returned. For what purpose was her father using Tsalrin?
Her little jaw clenched at the thought of someone using him. He had
been her first thought when she woke; he was her last thought as
she left the house.

The litter ride was, to Miria, uncomfortable.
She tried to peek out of the curtains, but she could see only the
broad shoulders of the litter bearers. Her mother, too, added to
Miria’s discomfort. All the way to the Akar house, Tira fussed with
her daughter Miria's dress and hair. She pulled out tendrils of
Miria's carefully dressed curls, letting them fall at the sides of
her face. Tira instructed Hedda to apply more wine dregs to her
daughter's lips and cheeks.

“Really, daughter.” Tira tugged at the top of
Miria's gown. “I know you don't like to wear much make-up, but we
keep a cosmetics slave just for this purpose. I shouldn't have to
have Hedda redoing your looks in the litter. Stop pulling that back
up.” She slapped her hands away from her dress. “Men have no
imagination, child. They need to see what you have to
offer.”

As they were handed from the litter, Miria
tried once more to hide her breasts in her gown, but she was once
more prevented.

“Don't, Miria. You have perfectly lovely
breasts.” Her mother eyed them with the gaze of a connoisseur.
“And, Hedda, more white lead next time.” Tira swept into the Akar
compound, and her daughter followed.

****

Miria stood, a goblet of wine in her hand,
watching the slaves arrange the couches for the dinner. She did not
speak, but she listened; and her thoughts were busy. All around her
gossip swirled. The misfortune of the poor Akar daughter in losing
her betrothed was on every tongue. Young Livius Minar Girnal had
been found murdered in his bed.

“You notice, sister, that the Jervad are
absent?” Aemilius leaned to whisper in Miria's ear.

Miria nodded. “Yes. Were they not the ones who
had also paid court to Daria Akara?”

“They were. It does not look good for them,”
said Aemilius. “I heard that they were the ones responsible for
Girnal's death.”

“Oh.” Miria glanced at the bereft young woman,
but Daria Akara was flirting with Miria's own cousin on her
mother's side. “She seems to be taking it well.” It occurred to
Miria that, with the marriage alliance between the Akar and Minar
Houses now impossible, her father would have a much better position
in negotiating her marriage. In fact, the death of Girnal might
swing the entire point, and she repressed a shudder.

“Lady Miria Basura, welcome.” Daria kissed
Miria on both cheeks. “Come, recline beside me. My brother will
join us.”

Miria followed her hostess and lay down on the
scarlet-covered couch. She was across from Daria, and Darius
reclined between them on the third couch. Slaves brought in salads,
quail eggs, and delicately-broiled mushrooms.

“You must, Lady Miria Basura, try the
mushrooms.” Darius waved a slave toward Miria's place.

Miria noticed the unnecessary use of her given
name, and she hid her sigh in a mushroom. “Delicious.” She reached
for another, but as she took it, she realized that, due to her
mother’s earlier adjustments, the filmy, blue fabric of her gown
fell loosely open, treating Darius to a fine view of her breasts.
Blood filled her cheeks, and the mushroom slipped from her
fingers.

“Yes, I agree.” Darius had not eaten a
mushroom yet, and Miria's color deepened. “They are so perfectly
soft and round. And their tips — they are the most exquisite part.”
He held up a mushroom then and bit into it.

“Fan, Hedda.” The room was not hot, but
Miria's face was burning. She watched as Darius licked the top of
the mushroom before popping it into his mouth. She admitted to
herself that Darius was good-looking in the typical Skenje fashion,
with thick, blond hair and wide-apart blue eyes. He was, she knew,
only four years her senior, and his toga revealed the muscular
curve of his shoulder as he passed her a goblet of wine. But she
saw no gleam in his eyes as they rested on her, and her blood was
unstirred. She felt her cheeks cool; the sexuality in Darius'
movements brought only embarrassment to her.

“I am sorry, Lady Daria Akara, to hear of the
loss of your betrothed lord.” Miria spoke into a pause heavy with
Darius' gaze on her.

“Oh, yes.” Daria shrugged. “What a tragedy it
was — is — for me.” Daria raised her wine goblet to her lips, but
not before Miria caught the smile.

“Sister, have a care.” Darius glared at his
sister. “Anyone who heard you might mistake your meaning, thinking
that you did not care for Girnal.”

Miria smiled at Darius. “I would never make
such a mistake, of course, so your sister has nothing to fear.” She
had meant only to cover for Daria's lapse; it was not until Darius
was refilling her far-from-empty goblet and touching her fingers at
the same time, that Miria realized that her words had shown a
political finesse she did not possess. Darius would think that she
was a properly cautious noblewoman, watching every word lest she
make some disastrous error by dropping the right word into the
wrong ear.

Slaves brought in olives and fine biscuits
then, as well as side of roast pork dressed with garlic, onions,
and leeks, and finally plates of stuffed dormice. Miria was
grateful for the interruption, and when the bustle subsided, she
turned the conversation to what she hoped would be safer
waters.

“Your musicians are marvelous, Lady Daria
Akara. Are they all Jarad?”

“Mostly.” Daria gestured in the direction of
the collected musicians. “I think there may be a Faror
lyrist.”

“I noticed the lyrist in particular.” Miria
was more cautious about her gown as she leaned forward to reach
some olives. “It is my favorite instrument.”

“I think you play, do you not?” Darius'
manners were impeccable.

“Yes. I play the lyre and the twelve-stringed
harp.” Miria could not return Darius' smile. She looked back at the
black-haired lyrist. She wished the lyrist's hair were longer, like
Tsalrin's. Her cheeks were flaming yet again, and she knew that
Darius would think it due to his words. She sighed, realizing that
her mother would praise her for a good night's work tonight, but
she wished only to be going home. Was Tsalrin back yet? Where had
he gone?

The slaves removed the cloth-covered table and
replaced it with the dessert table. Rosy apples, stuffed dates, and
honey-cakes appeared.

“Try the apples. We grow them on our northern
estates in Hinathlor.” Darius did not appear to notice the absence
of his sister.

Miria found that she could not recall the
moment Daria had gone, but it did not take long to find her.
Aemilius was chatting with her by the doorway to the
atrium.

“Lady Miria Basura,” said Darius, “I do not
pretend to be ignorant of what our fathers are discussing
concerning our future, and I want you to know that I appreciate
your social grace.”

Miria understood her earlier misapprehension.
Darius had indeed noticed and disapproved his sister's flighty
ways. “Thank you.” Miria dropped her eyes, but she wished again
only to return home. The incense was thick in the air by this time,
and the music just covered the vocal din. Miria's head
ached.

“Sister?” Aemilius swept up beside her couch
and whispered to her. “There is to be an orgy at Patricius' house.
Do come!”

Miria blinked. Why was Aemilius even inviting
her? Why was he being so rude as to whisper before Darius? “I am
sorry, Brother.” She spoke in her usual tone, her words carrying to
Darius as well. “I have no interest in such things.”

“Please, sister.” Aemilius continued his
unacceptable whispering. “If you come, Lady Daria will come,
too.”

“You must have drunk too much of this good
Akar wine, Brother.” Miria pushed Aemilius from her. “There is no
way that I would go with you.”

“Not even if Daria were to go?” Darius
nodded.

“Improper actions do not become proper merely
because an Akar performs them.” Then Miria understood, and she
tilted her chin. Darius had known about Aemilius' invitation. It
had probably been worked out beforehand between Daria and Darius.
It had been a test, and Miria had passed it with her refusal. “But
I fear that this wine has gone to my head as well. I must, Lord
Darius Akar, beg your leave to depart. I think that my mother will
be retiring, and I must go home with her.” Miria's anger at being
tested ebbed away. Why should she expect otherwise? Was she not her
father's property to be bestowed on whomever he pleased? Was it not
like the Akar to snatch at every possible advantage in this
marriage negotiation? Any blot on her reputation would work to the
Akar's benefit. It was knowledge she had carried ever since she
could remember, her father's injunction to keep her name spotless
in order to receive a good husband, a husband, that is, politically
advantageous to the Basur.

“I am sorry about your indisposition, Lady
Miria.” Darius kissed her hand, but it was the familiar dropping of
her clan name that caused Miria's intake of breath. “Good night,
and I hope to see you again here soon.”

As Miria left, Daria Akara gave the
appropriate kisses on each cheek and murmured her farewell. “You
poor dear, Lady Miria. When we are sisters you will at last be able
to afford decent dresses.”

Miria pulled away, showing to all the gathered
guests her brightest smile before retiring to her litter. Once
there, Hedda loosed her domina's intricate hairstyle. As her slave
brushed out Miria's curls, her mother was handed into the litter.
“Well done, daughter.”

Miria did not respond; she had expected the
praise, and she knew she neither deserved nor desired
it.

“Your father has ordered that you be given
three new gowns on the strength of tonight's preliminary
negotiations.” Miria's mother reclined next to Miria and pulled the
pale blue fabric that covered Miria's breasts. “This time, as you
incessantly pull your dresses up, the fabric is to be
translucent.”

Miria hid her face in her veil. It was at that
moment that she understood herself. She desired Tsalrin because he
was like her. He, too, was trapped, a pawn to be used by her father
in his political machinations. Miria sat up straight. She thought
she knew, too, what Tsalrin had been ordered to do.

 


 



Chapter Three

 


Miria placed a fourth scroll on the pile. It
was poetry, unlike the two novels and one history she had already
gathered. She sighed and wondered if Tsalrin even knew how to read
Skenje.

“My lyre, Hedda.” Miria took a small flask of
lamp oil. She judged Tsalrin would be out of oil by now.

Hedda handed the doeskin-cased lyre to Miria.
“Where would you have me carry these, Domina?” Hedda started to
fill her arms with the scrolls.

“Nowhere. Stay here, Hedda. Keep my door
closed, and if anyone asks, say I am lying down with a headache.”
Miria gathered up the scrolls, lyre, oil-flask, and a platter of
honey-cakes. Her arms were overflowing. “Open the door,
Hedda.”

Twice Miria had to duck into open doorways to
avoid the eyes of her family, but she reached the cellar unnoticed.
She would have thought there would be a guard, but, upon seeing
none, she supposed Tsalrin must have realized the futility of
fighting against the Basur.

She could not knock, so she tapped the door
with her foot. “Sir?”

The door opened, and Tsalrin stood there,
framed in the dying light of a sputtering lamp. “Lady?”

“May I come in?” Miria hesitated. “I have
brought you some more oil.”

Tsalrin's lips twisted into a wry curl. “Make
free of your own cellar, Lady.” He gestured around the dim room.
“All you see is yours to do with as you will.”

“I did not mean any mockery, sir, and it is
unkind in you to take it so.” Miria admired afresh the soft
fullness of Tsalrin's mouth, but she laid the flask of oil by the
lamp as quickly as she could. “If my presence so offends you, I
will leave.”

“No, forgive me, Lady Miria.” Tsalrin was at
her side at once, relieving her of the rest of her bundles. “I am
unused to any attentions, and I was discourteous.” He paused. “And
do not call me 'sir', Lady. 'Tsalrin' is sufficient.”

Miria smiled. “Thank you, Tsalrin. Will you
not call me 'Miria' then?”

“I hate that name.”

Into the ensuing awkward pause, Miria spoke.
“I had thought your oil must be running low, and I wanted to bring
you some books.” She pointed to the scrolls he now held. “Can you
read Skenje?”

“Yes.” Tsalrin laid aside three of the scrolls
and unrolled the fourth. “Nirrion history?”

“I brought you poetry, too. I thought you
might like that best.” Miria unlaced the doeskin covering on her
lyre as she spoke.

“Why?” Tsalrin put down the history in favor
of the poetry scroll.

Miria settled the lyre into the crook of her
arm, grateful for a chance to turn her flaming cheeks away. “It was
your hair; to my mind, a man with hair as long as yours would be a
poet, or at least enjoy poetry.”

Tsalrin shook his head. “I do wear my hair
even longer than is the fashion for an Ausir, but I never connected
it to my fondness for poetry.”

“I do.” Miria sat down on Tsalrin's pallet and
plucked at her lyre strings, sending pure, clear notes into the
tiny cellar. “I think I know what my father sent you to
do.”

The black of Tsalrin's eyes somehow seemed to
darken further. “If you knew, you would not be here.”

“He sent you to assassinate Livius Minar
Girnal.” Miria continued to play. “That is what my father forced
you to do.”

“And this does not horrify you?” The scroll
slipped from Tsalrin's fingers.

“That my father is a cruel man I already knew.
It was his choice, not yours. You are bound to obey him, just as I
am.”

“Ah.” Tsalrin bundled the gifts back into a
pile. “Then you will be wanting to take these back with you, Lady.
You must not think so well of me. Yes, I murdered at your father's
command because . . . I must. But I was an assassin before ever I
passed under the Basur yoke.”

“I will take these things away if you do not
want them, Tsalrin.” Miria studied the Ausir's face, but, though
she ceased to play, she did not lay aside her lyre. “But I will not
take back a gift once given. I can see the light in your eyes. I
know that there is more to you than these wrongs of which you
accuse yourself.”

Tsalrin's murmured response was in a tongue
Miria did not know and of which she could catch only the last three
syllables, “sil lara”.

“I am blacker than your thoughts, Lady.” At
last Tsalrin spoke again. “In my youth, I learned that, for one of
my birth, there was no honest trade to be had. There was no one who
would take me as an apprentice; no one would buy anything made by
my hand. I have a natural skill with the blade, and much practice
has improved that talent.” Tsalrin moved to sit beside Miria. “You
see?” His blade was against the white flesh of her
throat.

“I see.” Miria's heart thudded against her
ribs, but she was not afraid of the knife.

Tsalrin dropped the blade so quickly that
Miria gasped. “Forgive me, Lady. I meant to frighten you, but not
that way.” He rose and began to pace the length of the cellar. “I
lived by my blade in the city where I was born, but finally I could
not continue there. I wanted to be more than a sell-sword, but I
could not, not in that city where everyone knew my heritage. So I
left. I spent time in another land belonging to the Ausir, but when
I was cast out of that—” Tsalrin touched the nubs of his horns. “I
journeyed east. I wished to seek out allies in accomplishing . . .
my vengeance.”

Miria's throat was tight, and she had to force
out her words. “Is that when you came to Nirrion?”

“It was, but the way between the Silbrios and
Nirrion's lands is long, and there are Nohr.”

Miria gasped. “You have seen one?”

Tsalrin laughed, and for the first time the
sound was genuine in Miria's ears. “I have seen many, and I have
fought a few. They are as terrible as rumors paint them. They are
fully nine feet high, and their tusks are cruel as razors.” Tsalrin
pulled open his tunic, revealing a broad, pale scar on his muscular
abdomen. “But I think the worst thing about Nohr is that they can
think and speak like us.”

Miria almost lost the thread of Tsalrin's
words in her appreciation of his suddenly visible body. The scar
she had earlier seen peeping out of the top of his tunic trailed
across the expanse of his chest to end just below his right nipple.
That and the scar of the Nohr tusk stood out in stark whiteness
against his gold skin. “So how did you come to Nirrion then?” Miria
addressed the scars, unable to look at Tsalrin's face due to the
dampness between her legs.

“I had no cause to come to this city, nor did
I have intention of doing so.” Tsalrin's voice held a note Miria
could not place, and she transferred her gaze to his
eyes.

“Why did you come then?”

“It was the Nohr.” Tsalrin traced the
tusk-scar with a black-gloved finger. “I was too badly wounded to
go further, and I stopped in this city. There a man nursed me back
to health.”

“My great-grandfather?” Miria caressed her
lyre without playing it, trying to find something to do with her
hands.

“No.” And Tsalrin's bitterness hurt Miria's
ears. “It was a gang-leader on the Kuthevi Hill. He, of course,
offered no charity; he helped me out of no kindness. He wanted
something from me. He did not know me for an assassin, but he
recognized me for a skillful warrior. There was no other way to
explain why, wounded as I was, I had not been finished off by the
Nohr. So he demanded that I kill one man, and then he would be
repaid.”

“And you agreed? Oh, I wish you had not!”
Miria had dropped her lyre, and she unconsciously clasped her hands
together.

Tsalrin stared at Miria's golden curls for a
long moment, and again she caught the faint sounds he murmured, the
same syllables as before. “I may be a murderer, but I am of high
blood. I have never given my word and broken it. He offered me care
and shelter until I was well if I would make the bargain. My
vengeance was worth more to me than the life of a man I had never
met, so I agreed. Once I had passed my word, there was no going
back for me.”

Miria nodded. “Of course not.”

“You mean that.” Tsalrin shook his head. “You
do not doubt what I have told you, even about a vile murderer's
unbroken word.”

“I knew you were of noble spirit and blood
already.” Miria could not speak above a whisper; her words caught
in the tightness of her throat.

“I was sent to kill one noble of Nirrion.
Unfortunately for me, he was an Air Lorin, master of winds. He felt
my coming before it happened, and he was ready for me. He caught
me, and the very winds held me captive. He bound me to this collar;
and I must obey the collar's masters, or else the collar will take
the breath from my body.”

“Oh gods.” Miria's eyes were wet.

“The Lorin's name was Mirius Basur Kestal; I
had never heard it before, but I have grown to hate it above all
others, save one.”

“I am so sorry.” Miria turned her face away
from Tsalrin, trying to disguise her tears under the pretense of
adjusting her lyre.

“You did not do it.” Tsalrin resumed his
abandoned place, sitting beside Miria on the pallet. “So why are
you sorry?”

Miria's voice failed her altogether, and she
could do nothing except look into the blackness of Tsalrin's
eyes.

“Is it pity that brings these tears?” He
touched her wet cheek, and Miria trembled beneath his fingers.
“Pity for the slave?”

The cynical edge to the words cut Miria, and
she started to her feet. “It was sympathy for one like myself, one
bound to the will of Mirius Basur Kestal.”

“Forgive me.” Tsalrin pulled Miria back to her
place, and she sat down, more because her legs gave way beneath her
than because she wished to sit. “I forget that Nirrion women, even
those of noble birth like yourself, are as much property as a slave
is. You are as much bound to obedience as I am.”

Miria nodded; her voice was still lost
somewhere in her chest.

“So I am forgiven?” Tsalrin leaned forward;
she could feel his warm breath on her still-wet cheeks.

She nodded again, unable to breathe. She fixed
her blue gaze on the soft fullness of Tsalrin's lips.

Tsalrin pressed his lips against hers then,
and Miria tasted the salty-sweetness of the lips that had
fascinated her. She had never kissed anyone before, but when she
felt the caress of Tsalrin's tongue, her lips parted to allow his
entry. She was lost in the honey of his kiss, and when at last he
pulled away from her, she trembled.

Tsalrin touched one of her loose curls. “Gold,
like the Fair Star.”

Miria did not understand what he meant, but
she was not sure if that were because she could not, at this moment
of passion, remember any golden stars, or if it were because he
meant something else altogether.

“I have taken your breath, it seems.”
Tsalrin smiled, and Miria felt afresh that unfamiliar dampness in
her private parts.

Miria longed to lean forward herself, to kiss
him again, but fear of seeming to take liberties with him locked
her into place. “Please — tell me more.” At that last moment she
changed her words, lest she be too forward.

Tsalrin did not move; he stayed so close to
her that the breath of his words whispered through her hair. “There
is no more to tell, little Lady Miria. I am trapped here, forced to
serve the Basur House.”

“What are you living for?” Miria's boldness
surprised her, but she wanted to know. “Even I, in these few
moments together, have seen your pride. How can you endure this
yoke?”

“The same vengeance that drew me
east.”

“East to take your vengeance?” Miria pressed
for what she wanted to know. “Or east to find those who would help
you?”

“To demand means of vengeance from my father.”
Tsalrin blinked. “I have not spoken so much of this to anyone in
seventy-five years.”

“I hope that the speech does not pain you.”
Miria reached up to touch a stray ebony lock of Tsalrin's hair. She
tucked it behind his horn.

Tsalrin caught her wrist. “I hardly know. But
I have not been shown such kindness since Sillara was
lost.”

“I will be proud to come to you every day.”
Miria kept herself from touching his lips only with
difficulty.

“Your father has set me another task for the
day after tomorrow. In three days' time, I must leave
again.”

 


 



Chapter Four

 


Miria pulled her hair free from her slave’s
hands. “Enough, Hedda.” Miria tugged at her gown. “Have I no other
dress than this?”

“Domina’s father has ordered the others
disposed of, Domina.” Hedda smiled, and Miria read satisfaction in
the slave’s eyes.

“And you like the idea?” Miria pulled off her
veil and tossed it onto the bed. “This gown is as sheer as my
veils! How am I supposed to look . . . anyone in the face when I am
dressed like a temple harlot?”

“Domina, no man will be looking at your face.”
Hedda’s smile broadened. “You have the body to wear such things.
Why, your nipples look like cherries, and your hair is so fair,
your mound might as well be shaved. Why not rejoice in your
father’s generosity at replacing your entire wardrobe? Surely new
clothes are always welcome?”

Miria sighed and threw herself onto the bed,
crushing the gossamer veil beneath her. She had wanted to see
Tsalrin after breakfast, but she had not liked to disturb him. In
the mid-morning she had slipped down only to find the cellar empty.
Her thoughts since then had been even fuller of Tsalrin than
before, and she felt an ache in her innermost parts when she
recalled his kiss. Miria closed her eyes. She could almost see
Tsalrin’s high, chiseled cheekbones, the strange, luminous black of
his eyes, the curve of his lips. She sighed again, a sound that
deepened as
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