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CHOOSING SIDES

The future is not set

by Philippa Peters

Concluding Another Fine Witch, A Plague of Men, All at Sea,
and More Woman than Witch

The look on my face as Pev turned me gave awaywhat I�d been thinking about. �You have! You knowhow to make swamp gas powder!� my husband whis-pered, clasping me to him. His hand pressedmy headto him as he kissed me, holding me so tight to him,swaying with me as I surrendered to his wonderfullips. �Don�t tell a soul,� he murmured into my ear ashe hugged me and kissed my neck. �We�ll talk aboutit later when we know we have privacy.�
Have privacy? On a boat like the Cormorant? Icouldn�t believe how small the deck was, the onlydeck, as I joined my maids finally in a parasol strollaround the deck. There wasn�t much of a crew. Theywere all agog to look at me, my face enhanced bymakeup, swaying in my high heels and stockingsthat my maids insisted I wear.
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�The captain�s lady?� asked one stunned, hand-some young rigger. �But how did you get aboard?When?�
�That�s no way to talk to Lady Arrathee Komer,�snarled a familiar, tall, grizzled officer of the deck,Dever, who�d left his post with the helmsman to comeand walk with us �ladies�. Rosee and Gennee giggledflirtatiously at the red-faced young man who bowedto me and begged my pardon for being so rude.
�Taken by surprise, my lady, by meeting a realwoman,� said Sailing Master Dever.
�He asked a good question,� I said to the seamanwho had been absolutely correct and had askednothing at all of Captain Peveret�s wife, not even if Iwas a seawife, just like Gennee and Rosee.
�My husband promised me that we�d never beparted once we were married,� I told Dever as Peverethad agreed I should tell him. �But once I was aboard,I was so sick. It must have been something that dis-agreed with me at the Ball. Luckily, since my hus-band is an alchemist and sailor, he soon cured me.So, I am up and about and able to enjoy sailing againwith my pretty maids.�
�Yes, my lady,� said Dever, glancing at Rosee, wav-ing at some other boy who was aloft and who lookedaway across the sea as he should, on lookout�s duty.�Your maids are very pretty indeed.�
�And neither one is obligated to my husband,� Itold him. There was a gleam in the grizzled man�seyes. �Not his seawives,� I added as Gennee squealedand pointed out some huge fish skimming the wavesbehind our rapidly moving ship.
�That will please the crew, my lady,� said the olderman, watching Gennee lean over the rail, her hairblowing loosely about her face. She did a lithe pirou-ette for Rosee and was saying something excitedly,her voice high and girlish, about it being a fortunate
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sailing as the �grey ladies�, whatever they were, cameto wish us a good voyage.
It was an old, sailor�s superstition, Dever ex-plained to me, as he watched the girls, I had to thinkof them that way, head to the galley and beg someleftovers to feed to the fish that were accompanyingus. The cook and his assistant came out to help thegirls, talking to them, casually putting an arm abouteither one of them as they pointed out where young-sters were lurking, hanging back from the ship. Theyeven helped the girls to throw bait out, laughing atthe feeble attempts of �girls� to throw like sailors.
�Here is your husband, my lady,� said Dever in re-lief. �I think I need to get the cooks back to work aswell.�
Peveret strode eagerly up to me and put his armpossessively about me. Dever, I noticed, ordered thecooks back to the galley and then escorted my maids,one on each arm, around the deck again, the girlslaughing gaily at whatever he was saying.
�You�re a popular man now,� I teased my husbandwho looked at me in surprise. �The crew no longerhas to wait for you to make a choice of seawife.Gennee and Rosee are going to be very popular forthe rest of the voyage.�
�It�s not going to be a long one,� said my husband,looking up at the sails. �It�s such a relief to be reallymoving at last, not like that last crawl we were putthrough by Zephyr. I think we�ll catch Ballaro and hisships just before they anchor off Liss Isle.�
�What about the invasion fleets?� I had to ask.
�Cormorant will meet them before the attack onLiss,� said Peveret shortly, looking away from meagain. He sighed and looked down at me, squeezingmy tensed body in his arms, caressing me to get meto relax. �And then the fun begins.�
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�You expect to kill witches,� I said to him with ashiver. We turned upwind along the deck. It felt, as Isaw the wash we were leaving in the sea, that we wereracing as fast as the �grey ladies� who�d come to begfood from us. But we were not slowing and fallingback as they were. Rosee ran to the back rail to wavegoodbye to them with a lacy handkerchief.
�See on the aft deck,� Peveret said grimly to me,pointing to the covered lumps beside Rosee. �Thosehoods conceal how dangerous this small ship reallyis, my darling. Ballaro has thirty-five bigger ships,and five like this one, scouts, in his striking force.Then there are the cannon that are on the great shipsfollowing with soldiers. They�ll have horses andmules aboard to use after we make a landing.
�Just as we did to the Sun Empire fleet, the idea isto overwhelm your witches and their Grey Men andswamp gas concoctions with concentrated fire.That�s the first thing we do. You�ve seen the newharquebusses in use, too. Imagine all the other mencarrying and firing those at whatever forces theBaracts muster.�
Peveret sighed as we came close to the hooded can-nons. The reek of black powder pervaded the deck,making my nose wrinkle. �Yes, I can smell that aswell,� said Peveret. �It will get worse in our lasttendays as we re-train the crew on what they have todo.�
�But this ship isn�t going to be battling witches, isit?� I gulped. My husband didn�t say anything but Icould tell by strange look on his face that we were go-ing to be in the thick of the battle. It would be one inwhich I would have to do something, I knew, a sink-ing feeling coming over me. I couldn�t let the people ofmy homeland die without doing something.
Peveret stopped. �How far does your listening de-vice work?� he asked. �If I had sent Robady with oneof your pearl earrings in his pocket, would you beable to hear him from here, across the ocean?�
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�I don�t know,� I had to tell him in surprise. �I, Icould hear you when, when you were out with yourfriends.�
�In the Quarter?� asked Peveret, squeezing myhand. �I used to spend time there, I have to admit it. Ithink all seamen who land in Greenhaven do. Theprovosts, the bluebands, the equivalent of yourBaract Watch, they�re harder on what goes on in thePort Quarters, where there are real women. It�s wherethey live, of course. They�re easier in the Deviants�Quarter. For us seamen, even us officers, it�s naturalto head there to drink, and, frankly, to dip your wick,as seamen say, without having a provost running youin or asking for a hefty tip not to run you in.�
�You dipped your wick for a long time?� I had toask, feeling all funny inside.
�I had a lot of Port Quarters women in my youth,�said Peveret, moving in front of me so that I had tolook at his strong, determined face. �After I�d been tosea, I just found women like Hecala and Panella, for awhile, to be easier to talk to. Shared experiences, Ithink. The women in the clanhouses lead very shel-tered lives and the nuns are worse.�
Women like Hecala and Panella? Pev�s words mademe shiver. Didn�t he realize that he was describingmen in terms of their femaleness? No wonder that hethought nothing of making love to me, another man.
�I�m glad I�m not still in Greenhaven, without you,�I had to tell my husband. I was. I couldn�t imagine ayear in a nunnery, having to be a woman. Thatearned me a long, lingering kiss, my arms finallyabout my husband�s neck as he held me to him,swaying me enough that my breasts bounced a littleagainst his chest, reminding him of the changes inme since he�d first seen me. Yes, I�d been a cadet offi-cer when he saw me and assigned me to the ranks ofcabin boy.
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That�s what happened to captives, Gennee hadtold me. Luckily, I wasn�t tall or muscular, she�d said.She thought that Peveret had seen me as a girl fromthe first moment he saw me. I shuddered at that. No,I was a sailor then. But it was true, in a sort of way.
I think Pev was quite convinced I was going to bedoing anything he wanted me to do in the comingbattle, as I did for him as a woman in bed. That mademe feel so awful. I should never have said to himwhat I had about helping him. I only wanted to keephim alive so that he could go on making love to my fe-male body, to which I was very attached.
�So why are we rushing to catch up with yourfleet?� I finally asked Peveret.
�You think it�s to capture any witches we can?�suggested Peveret. I nodded, feeling distraught insideat the thought. �My father would like that. But I don�tintend to go down with the ship. That�s what thatcourse of action would lead to, wouldn�t it? My fatherdoesn�t seem to understand that witches spy on us asmuch as we try to spy on them. Our spies have toldus they have some kind of instantaneous communi-cations system. You�ve confirmed to me that it�s pos-sible. I really didn�t think so before, my darling.
�Anyway, I know the witches will fight back. I�ve noidea of Sherrene�s range, or that of whoever the witchwill be whom she�s sent to Liss. I think we�ll haveswamp gas pellets fired into our ships at some point.All Ballaro�s ships have cannon aboard that can fireover twice the range Sherrene used at Bridgewater.But, I don�t know how many witches can do what shecould do. If she�ll parley with us ��
�But your invasion fleet is launched!� I gasped.�Nothing will stop it now but ��
�A witch�s spells probably can stop us or give usvictory,� said my husband flatly. �But we have onlyone witch on our side.� He looked at me with troubledeyes.
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*****
Ballaro�s fleet was easy to sense on the ocean. Wewere still days from it but I could recognize by smellalone where they were and what speed they weretraveling at. It must have been from the refuse, thefood and bilge garbage sluiced out into the sea by allships. I�d never sensed such a track before. But then,I wasn�t looking for one, either.
�Soon be joining up with the fleet,� Dever said tome jovially. Rosee gave him a wink and a smile as sheswished past the helm and headed, arm-in-arm withGennee, on their daily flirtation about the Cormorant.
�Be glad to do that?� I asked the Sailing Master ashis attention was diverted by Rosee�s pouting at ayounger seaman�s invitation, I expected. Gennee hadwhispered to me that Rosee had been with almost ev-ery member of the crew in the �short� voyage and wasloving every second of the long trip eastwards.
�Going to teach those witches a big lesson,�growled Dever, clearly wanting to leave me and disci-pline the young sailor whom Rosee was making eyesat. �Destroyed great ships in the Black Sea and atBridgewater. Time to show them who rules the seas,and the Foreshore.�
The girls knew that I was a witch but it was as-tounding to me that the crew of the Cormorant didn�t.Neither Peveret nor my maids said anything aboutthat. I was the only one, thanks to my sense of smell,who seemed to know how close we were to Ballaro�sfleet of fast-moving, cannon-equipped ships.
Peveret got excited when I told him what I couldsmell. He had me assist him to lay in a new course totake our speeding boat right past the main fleet,Brisard�s great ships, the invasion fleet, wallowingalong compared to us. We were just a half-day behindBallaro�s ships after starting out two tendays afterthem. There were no scouts in the rear so that when
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the lookout called, �Sails in sight!� the crew waselated with how short the voyage had been.
�Shouldn�t happen,� Dever repeated, annoyed.�Taking a woman like yourself, my lady, into battle.Shouldn�t happen. Should have put you off and yourg-, your maids, my lady,� he gave me a strange look,�on one of Clan Elder Brisard�s landing fleet.�
Peveret had been choked about that. �Oh,Brisard�s not going back to sea,� he�d snarled at me.�My father and his Council didn�t lie to me. No,Brisard�s going to be in charge of the army when weland it on the Foreshore proper. It�s going to be onemassacre after another. He hates Baracts and hewasn�t even in charge at Bridgewater when Tempestwas destroyed.�
�He was there?� I asked.
�Oh, yes,� said Peveret gloomily, playing with mypanties and tush, as we whispered together in bed.He�d come very quickly the first time, not stretchingout our pleasures in any way and so I was a littlemiffed. �Had a wonderful time burning out the is-landers who�d declared independence from theCouncil of Seven, the Carabet, as it was called then.�
�That�s why he�s driving his great ships to keep upwith Ballaro and the cannon ships,� I murmured tomy husband who at last was taking notice of myother sorely neglected, aroused, feminine parts.
�Yes,� agreed Peveret, taking hold of my shakinghips and making them gyrate even more, kissing methoroughly. I jiggled my breasts against him as hefondled me. I kissed his chest and nipples, encourag-ing him to do the same to me, his woman.
�Wants to see a witch die,� I said to him at last ashis mouth began to descend downmy body, arousingall my sensitive parts.
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�So you did hear him say that when we were inconference in the Quarter,� said my husband. �Didyou hear what I said to him later when I trapped himalone in the jakes?�
�I�d like to see you hack off his manhood and makehim into one of Hecala�s fairies,� I said to him softly,repeating a little of what my husband had said to El-der Brisard. Hecala�s dancers finished every set inclingy, fairy dresses with such short, frilled panties,legs on display, gossamer wings attached to theirbacks, long antenna in their hair. Their madeup eyesand lips gleamed attractively at the wildly applaudingaudiences that came to see the �ballet�, so they said,not the striking examples of shapely women�s bodiesthat my potions were making common, I heard,throughout the Deviants� Quarter.
�It would take more ganasate that you could makeor I could afford,� said my loving husband, nuzzlingmy neck, �to make Brisard into Sardee, a woman likeyou. It would take years!�
�I�d be willing to work on that project,� I whisperedto him as Peveret convulsed in laughter as he liftedmy smooth legs high so that he could reward me ashe thought I should be rewarded as his wife.
The next day was awful as the cannon hoods werelifted on all the ships. We�d joined Ballaro�s fleet justin time to watch as the guns were test-fired. Our sixwere fired, too, by eager crewmen who wanted us�girls� to be at the helm to be impressed, by themmaking huge gouts of water, well away from the ship,as we and several bigger ships in Ballaro�s Fleet prac-ticed shooting at targets we were towing.
We slowed our furious rate of advance and joinedthe fringe of scouts out ahead of Ballaro�s fleet. �Wewon�t get engaged in the fighting when it starts,� Pevtold me confidently on one of our strolls along thedeck. There were sailors with spyglasses looking atus from other ships in the flotilla, I could see. With
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two maids, I was turned out very girlishly, to encour-age �our� seamen, Pev said.
I twirled my pink or yellow parasol as I paraded.Ballaro�s fleet signaled us to end cannon practice andto keep the guns �primed�, whatever that meant.
�We�ll get the order soon to drop back,� Pev toldme. �My job here is to talk to whoever�s in charge overthere and arrange the terms of their surrender.�
I hated the sailors� anticipation in the last few daysof our �scouting� the seas around Liss Isle. They saidthings similar to Sailing Master Dever. It seemed thatall of them had had relatives killed in one of the seabattles by duplicitous witches.
�Just over the horizon,� Dever said to me. �Youshould take your girls below for safety, my lady, thisafternoon, before we strike Liss.�
Lookouts from several ships in the cannon fleetwere signaling that Brisard�s great ships were insight behind the main fleet. They were catching upmost unexpectedly, which only made the crewmenhappier. Meanwhile, the lookouts on the leadingscout ship were signaling �Land ahead�.
�Liss Isle,� said Peveret, handing off his spyglass toothers of his officers to look ahead. �What doesBrisard think he�s doing? He�s supposed to keep hisfleet hull-down, below the horizon. He can leave thefirst kill up to Ballaro!�
�He wants to kill a witch,� Dever said, using thesame words I�d used. I felt my curls shaking all overmy neck and bare chest, my breasts tightening,knowing I�d said that while being boffed by Peveret,shrieking in the sexual pleasure of being a woman.
�Sir?� asked one of the younger officers, who wasvery shy around Gennee as she was shy as well,when she was close to him. �Have you seen what�s infront of the other scouts? Does Liss have a big fishing
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fleet? Looks like they�ve doreys out on the waters,and they seem to be flying some kind of kite.�
�Going to take a long time for those bigger boats totake in the paddlers on the doreys,� Peveret said,studying them. �Never seen kites like that over boatsbefore. Maybe it�s to make sure no-one is left behind,markers in some way. But it�s calm seas here;shouldn�t need them, I�d think. Maybe makes thefishermen feel more secure.�
�They�re going to find out that nowhere�s securebefore this day is over,� said Dever smugly. Several ofthe officers grinned. Some of the riggers nearbycheered. I think I was the only one not approving thecoming battle wholeheartedly.
�Signal from the Admiral, sir!� Dever shouted an-grily. We had to drop out of the coming battle. �Allscouts sea anchors; main fleet leads the way intoLiss. And that�s Zephyr in the roads, isn�t it? Awhalefish surrounded by minnows. Where�s theBaracts? At least, those kites in the sky will be prettyfor a while. We won�t be killing fishermen, fellow sail-ors, will we? Good idea to mark them but I�ve neverseen that done before.�
I�d done whatever my husband had wanted me todo. I�d guided Cormorant to the fleet we were now partof. I didn�t tell him about the other things I was doingin the workshop whenever I got the chance. I didn�ttell him that each night, since we�d joined up with thefleet, I�d used my listening devices and broadcastmessages to the witch on Liss Isle, if there was one,telling her about the fleet coming behind us to de-stroy her. If I was overheard at all, I didn�t know, asthere was no response. No-one asked, �Who is that?�It was as if I was talking to the air.
�Ballaro is going right in,� said Peveret grimly, glar-ing at all the fishing boats that seemed in no hurry toget out of our way. Surely, I thought, they must haveseen the warships strung out in a line by now. Theymust realize that more ships were coming. Perhaps,
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they thought that no-one would start a sea-battle solate in the day. But it was odd that the pretty doriesand colorful kites weren�t in flight at all from the war-ships bearing down on them.
Perhaps they just thought that they were too insig-nificant to be boarded and swept up by a strangefleet. An uneasy feeling was creeping all over me.
�Cannon firing first?� I asked Pev, sick withthoughts of the carnage to come that I was powerlessto stop. Was that why I was so queasy? But I hadseen carnage before, hadn�t I? I shouldn�t feel sick,womanish, at the thought of blood being spilt. Ner-vously, I checked the potions about me. I�d preparedwindblown controllers, hidden in every compartmentof my purse, and every pocket of my dress. But howcould whatever I did help to stop the cataclysm thatwas bound to fall on Liss? I was sure that was why Iwas so uneasy.
The Cormorant crew had more than made up forlack of early firing practice by firing the cannonmany, many times in the last tenday. There was aburnt, black powder smell aboard our ship as we letBallaro and his fairly huge, heavily armed, stinkingships pass us. All day long, we�d heard some ship inthat fleet firing at targets. Now at Liss, I was sure thefleet, and us, were ready for battle.
�That�s what Ballaro is ordering,� said Peveret,studying the sea and the ships heading in, in threecolumns. �Straight in, no finesse, no flags, no mes-sages, no warnings at all!�
�If you wanted to stop him, my darling husband,you could �� call a parley and I could use a potion onhim and all his captains, I wanted to say. I spoke inthe soft, girlish whisper I used to talk to Peveret inbed. My husband turned and looked at me as if he�dnever seen me before. I couldn�t help revealing all thenervousness I felt as I noted the fishing boats fromLiss not moving at all.
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�You�re still a Baract witch,� Pev said, slowly andcarefully, stressing �Baract�.
�You�re going to kill �� I began, about to tell himwhere my true allegiance lay.
�You have grains of collasolane, swamp gas,� saidmy husband bleakly, �in your pretty purse. You�ll ex-pose it and blow us all to the Grey Fields?�
�N-No,� I said weakly.
�I hoped you loved me,� said my husband starkly,watching how the men were reacting with glee at thethought of a �battle� they were sure to win.
Peveret signaled to one of his officers, the shy onewho liked the very girlish, pretty Gennee. �My wife isfatigued,� he said as I shook my head frantically. Pevwouldn�t look at me, his face dark and grim. �Takeher to the captain�s cabin. Let her maids attend LadyArrathee but remain there on guard until I come forher later.�
And so that was why I missed most of the greatbattle of Liss Isle. I cried and was distraught insidebut I obeyed my husband as a good wife should. I waslocked in a cabin with two anxious, terrified �girls�while all we heard was the sound of one explosion af-ter another. Occasionally we heard loud curses andrunning feet and Dever yelling at others to do theirduty as he was doing his.
I guessed that the witch, and there must surely beone on Liss Isle, was fighting back against the attack-ing ships but I was certain that she, and all of thosesmall boats, in the way of the greatest fleet ever to en-ter the Black Sea, must be being completely de-stroyed. I was, of course, totally wrong.
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*****
A white-faced, ashen Peveret came for me, takingmy hand, his shaking even worse thanmine as he didso. He dragged me past my frightened maids and outonto the deck where he just stretched out his hand toshow me the burning hulks that stretched out to thehorizon. Several I could recognize by their size asgreat ships. Even as I stared, one pitched forward,showing that its bow was completely blown away,and slid rapidly beneath the waves, its hull full of sol-diers and their equipment, disappearing in mo-ments.
�You warned them somehow, didn�t you?� Peveretasked me in a hoarse, hollow voice. �You�ve neverloved me. It�s all been a game, hasn�t it, and I�ve beenthe biggest fool ever in the history of the world.Again,� the bitter words stung as it was partly true.But I hadn�t done anything to bring such total disas-ter to the Cunian fleet, �again, it�s a Baract witchthat�s inflicted a catastrophe on us.�
�Not, not me!� I gasped, my eyes unable to take inall the horrors I saw on the ocean in front of me. Allthe way to the horizon, there was nothing but shat-tered wreckage.
�What, what happened?� was all that came out ofmy stultified mind as I looked over a sea of burningwrecks. A huge explosion blew apart another ship.My lovely dress rippled in the rush of warm wind thatblew over me, my long, blonde hair floating so femi-ninely about my shoulders.
There was little more than spars and wooden slatsfloating in the water where once a ship had been ma-neuvering to free itself from the blockaded waters,blocked by wrecks that the warship itself had nowbecome.
Dever came up to my husband, his face ravaged.�Greenhawk is gone, sir,� he mumbled in distress.
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�We�re the last fleet ship afloat. All the others outthere, captain,� he pointed to larger ships with furledsails and signal flags sending out messages I couldn�tread any more, �are theirs. Permission to run out theguns, sir?�
�They�re picking up survivors, Sailing Master,�said Peveret bleakly. �You wishme to give the order tofire on ships rescuing Cunian sailors from seagraves?�
Dever couldn�t answer. He stared in haunted fash-ion at the carnage that once had been lines of speedywarships. Yes, he wanted to fire on the �rescue� ships.It looked like the few others I could see, the helms-man and his mates, would have agreed with him andnot the captain, my husband.
�I don�t understand�� I gasped, knowing how sillyand girlish I sounded. �How, how could ��
�Those kites,� said my husband, pointing. �Theyweren�t markers. The crews of those doreys, as wecalled them, were fishing for something larger thanschoolfish. Those kites,� a few floated in the sky fromsmall boats involved in rescues, �fell on the leadships first. Something inside them popped openwhen they tangled the sails, or when the men inthose doreys did something.
�Swamp gas powders rained down,� Peveret wenton as I shuddered at his words. �Blew the upperdecks of ships apart, the cannons and their blackpowder stocks. I don�t think one of our ships got off acannon shot before they were destroyed.�
�The great ships, too, with all those men?� I had toask, horror-stricken.
�Brisard couldn�t wait to take part in yet anotherdisaster,� said my husband bleakly.
�But Cormorant�� I had to say. I had to hold myshort skirt down, turning to face the rising wind. I
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noted the hungry looks on the faces of several men asthey stared at me. I almost panicked and threwhoneymind controller into the air but Peveret�s handsnaked out and took hold of my wrist.
�We had kites over us at first, but they moved byus,� he said. �They�ve got some kind of signaling sys-tem.� My husband looked at me meaningfully.�Clearly, we weren�t to be touched. Why do you think,my darling wife,� that was a sneer and I shuddered allover, �that all the ships about us are destroyed andwe ride the waves without a splinter loosened from usat all?�
�You, you think that the witches know about me?�I whispered.
�What do you think, my beloved?� asked Peveret.�And they know about those too well.� He nodded toDever and the glowering riggers, harquebusses inhand, those not clustered around the cannon on theaft deck.
�Orders, captain?� asked Dever, eyes glitteringfiercely.
�That courier,� said Peveret, pointing to a shipbearing down on us, white flags flying, �will tell uswhat to do. For the moment, look for survivors, pickup all we can and then follow the Baract ship. Yes,stay alive. We�ll be the ones to get home and tell theMany Isles that the witches have defeated us oncemore.�
�As soon as you have filled your decks with survi-vors, head into port,� called someone from the Baractship. �We�ll do what we can for your wounded. Takethem to the great ship you call Zephyr. That�s whereall rescue efforts are converging.�
�He didn�t mention the cannon, sir,� said Dever asthe courier moved easily past us, throwing lines outto calling sailors on what must have been part of thehull of a warship.
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�He didn�t have to,� said Peveret, indicating twosmall, stationary boats with men standing in them,holding kite lines stationary over us. �The men outthere want us to make the mistake of firing our can-non. Then we�ll be part of the flotsam. Cover the can-non, Sailing Master. Let�s start being a rescue boatbefore we head in to port.�
Liss Isle�s quays bristled with ships. The Baractpatroller ships brought a lump to my throat as I sawmore than one that looked like King Tatheren�sSword. I should have been on one of them, in uni-form, fighting for my kingdom. I shouldn�t be likethis, repairing my lip gloss and other makeup, spray-ing my pretty, long hair, and having my maids makemy dress look prettier as it swirled about me.
I looked but couldn�t recognize the spot whereSword would have been when it was run down byBrisard and Silvery Seas. Just one lonely great shiplay among all the minnows, boatloads ofhalf-drowned soldiers being hauled aboard. I�d oncebeen in charge of medicine on that ship, Zephyr.
I volunteered to help with injuries again. Peveretsaid nothing but the looks he and Dever gave mewere enough. No, they weren�t admiring my dressand my pretty hair any more. I wasn�t a woman tothem, but a Baract witch. A woman like me, a witch,would not be welcome on Zephyr, not now, so soonafter the massacre which the Cunians had expected,just not to themselves.
Liss Isle�s dock harbor was busier than I�d everseen it. There were more women and children thanI�d ever seen in that place. There was bunting on ev-ery stall in the marketplace. The whole place seemedfestive, once we�d delivered all the men we�d savedfrom the sea to the courier boat there to ferry men toZephyr.
�Lady Sherrene is here,� one of the beaming stall-holders told us, Peveret following the polite,well-armed soldier who�d invited us to follow him to
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the Count�s residence. I�d never heard before thatLiss had a nobleman in charge of the place. I�dthought that it was ruled by a council of traders. Pevbriefly put his arm protectively around me, markingme as his woman, as several Baract seamen, or sail-ors, were admiring me.
�We came out,� said a smiling woman at anotherstall, �in case the Countess walks about in the mar-ket as she did yesterday. She�s the sweetest lady, aspretty as your wife there! She�s a witch but so nice tomeet!�
�And it is a glorious victory!� laughed a beardedman, handling some of the trinkets on sale at onestall. �Got to have a memento for the wife back inTerraire!�
�A glorious victory,� muttered Dever to my hus-band. �I think I�d rather be aboard ship with my rumbottle, sir.�
Peveret let him go, motioning to Rosee and Genneeto stay close to me.
�Isn�t it so awful, my lady,� Rosee moaned to mewhile Gennee was white-faced with shock as therewas a loud explosion from out beyond the sea lanes.All the people in the market let loose with a greatcheer while the Seafarers looked glum.
�Awful for one side,� I had to whisper to her, �butnot for those who weren�t blown to pieces by the can-non that Ballaro and Brisard brought here to do justthat. The people here are reacting happily in their re-lief at being alive.�
It didn�t help mymaids see it that way. Then again,walking through a marketplace in which girls werereally girls was a most stressful experience for themin itself. I seemed able to ignore it completely. I was awoman, a wife and a witch, I thought, as I minced af-ter my husband. We followed the soldier who led us
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to a well-guarded house, festooned in green andwhite colors.
An older, well-dressed, trim-looking man waitedfor us. �Elder Peveret,� said the man with a courtlybow.
�Count Torthard,� said the grim-faced man besideme. �So it�s true. Once more, Lady Sherrene, yourCountess, is the architect of the disaster which theMany Isles have suffered today.�
�Hardly, sir,� said Torthard, turning to bow to me. Icurtseyed without even thinking, only flushing a lit-tle at the approving smile that lit up his face. �LadyArrathee, I presume, clanwife of the Komer Elder,Peveret the Spymaster. Or is it Captain Peveret,sailor, or ambassador Peveret, envoy of the HighCouncil?�
�My wife, Lady Arrathee Komer, Clan Lady of theYaro,� said Peveret stiffly, finally looking at me in mystylish, Baract, knee-length dress and braided,blonde hair. My carabet necklace was in place as wellas long, dangling, pearl earrings in the bluish colorsof Cunya. I felt a flutter go through me as he touchedme possessively for the first time since he�d steadiedme as I minced off Cormorant in my very femininehigh heels to the resounding dock. �Count Torthardis the head of the King�s High Council, as you proba-bly know, being a Baract like him.�
Torthard held onto my hand and openly laughed atmy husband and his petulant words. �What an in-sult!� he marveled. �Lady Arrathee is a jewel of femi-ninity, like my wife. She had nothing to do with yourdefeat on the ocean. That was all due to your blindHigh Council, as you know very well, Pev. Your Coun-cil of Seven thinks that a peaceful people are onlythat way because they�re weak. Well, we would be, ifmy wife, the Countess, hadn�t grown and gained inknowledge and skills as you Seafarers have donesince the Battle of Bridgewater.
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�Come Lady Arrathee, bring your wrathful hus-band with you and meet the loveliest woman in theworld. I trust you realize that your man there ismostly irate because his advice to the Council ofSeven has been ignored repeatedly, year after year.Well, you warned them that this attack was going todestroy the military power of a great nation, didn�tyou, Pev, and you were right!�
I didn�t expect the next meeting would take placein a nursery. A golden-haired Seafarer woman had ababy at her breast as did a stiff, poker-faced girl sit-ting beside her. As we were acclaimed at the door byanother woman, the babies were hastily covered inthin, silky blankets as they suckled from the youngwomen, but not before I got a glimpse of lovely, femi-nine breasts and blissful babes.
�Oh, Rebern,� laughed the blonde woman wholifted her lovely face to receive her husband�s kiss onher lips. �What a way to introduce me to our guests!�
�My wife, Countess Sherrene Torthard andPerisord,� laughed Count Torthard, kneeling besidehis wife and lifting the silk blanket so that he couldsee his daughter attached to Sherrene�s breast. �AndLady Darisse, serving us now as wet nurse andnanny to our beautiful daughters. I�ll introduce youto our sons later but you know how boys are, out andabout, seeing everything going on.�
�My Lady,� said Peveret, a grim look on his face,bowing and drawing me forward, allowing me to curt-sey as well, my soft skirts flowing about mystockinged legs. �Lady Arrathee, whom I believe youknow.�
�Of course,� said the blonde woman I was staringat. She was so lovely, suckling her baby. But thatdidn�t stop her putting out a lovely, pink-tipped handto take mine, like hers. �Robady Mustay is back withus. Thank you for sending him with your proposedgift of a ship, Peveret. He�s talked of nothing else butyou, Lady Arrathee, and your exploits on two great
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ships, I gather. How perceptive of you, Pev, to recog-nize an untrained witch in that incident you stagedin the roads, to King Tatheren�s Sword.�
�Don�t blame that on me, my lady,� said my hus-band quickly. �That was done at the orders of ClanElder Brisard. You�ve made him pay for that mistake,my lady.�
�Such an impetuous fool,� murmured the blondewoman, looking at me, making me shudder as I sawhow beautiful and blonde Lady Sherrene was, hermakeup perfect, her lips just slightly mussed whereshe had been kissed by her husband. How could any-one, at any time, have made up that terrible storythat she was a man?
�Oh, I do love that dress, Arrathee,� Sherrene said.�Don�t you just love it as well, Darisse? We must havedresses made for us exactly like them, Arrathee, forthe late summer balls in Hillaire. Choni, who dressesme and all my friends, is going to be so jealous thatshe didn�t make one with such beautiful, femininelines. Of course, being as womanly and pretty as you,Arrathee, makes anything look good, I would sup-pose.�
�My lady,� said the solemn girl beside her, �I thinkthat Cupayana is asleep here on me.�
�And so is Airissa,� laughed the young woman whowas just too young, her voice too girlish, to be LadySherrene. �Help us, darling,� she smiled up at herhusband, �while we disentangle ourselves from thesesated, little leeches!�
It was a cringe-inducing performance as Iwatched, my eyes surely popping out of my head, asCount Torthard eased the baby from her mother, thebabe beginning to suck again as the breast was re-moved. Sherrene had to adjust her bra, her breastand her dress while my husband and I looked on, heas stunned as I was at the performance.
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Lady Darisse took one child off to an adjoiningroom where there was a crib and then came back forAirissa. �I don�t know what I�d do without Darisse,�said Sherrene, her husband�s arm about her narrowwaist. Again, she reached out to me. �Let�s go out onthe balcony and look at the awful disaster one moretime, shall we, Arrathee. We have so much to talkabout together, then, girls and witches like us.�
Servants appeared quickly and quietly, smiling atLady Sherrene as she always thanked them for what-ever service they performed. They brought us silken,feminine wraps, and cool drinks. They positionedchairs perfectly for us on the balcony that afforded alimited display of the port and the ships anchoredthere, Zephyr dominating.
The men talked about the ships and the cannonsand how the news of such a total defeat was going toaffect the politics of the Many Isles.
�I didn�t know until yesterday that you were tryingto contact me, here on Liss Isle,� murmured LadySherrene, stroking my hand as we sat together on ashaded, swinging seat. She took off one of her pearlearrings then as she spoke. I heard it buzzing as shebrought it closer to me.
�You used some of that accidental potion I madeon Tempest, didn�t you?� Lady Sherrene asked me. �IfDarisse hadn�t set out those earrings to go with thewhite dress I was wearing, I�d never have realizedthat you were sending me a message.�
�You don�t use that potion anymore?� I asked her.
�No,� said Sherrene, looking no older than me asshe put the earring in her purse. �My aunt, Orissianathe Terrible, could send messages, I found, to otherwitches and to non-witches. She could even makethe coins she used heat up and burn those she wasdispleased with. Enned, she�s a real, female witchand great friend of mine, and I, have worked onmessaging for a while, a safe and proper way of com-
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municating. We�ve a circle of countesses and ladies,many non-witches, whom we send to, and just a fewtrusted men.�
Sherrene laughed as she squeezed my hand andcomplimented me on how pretty I was, making mewarm all over. �The men don�t use it much," she saidin her beautiful, lilting, soprano voice, �as we girls dotend to chatter on about dresses and babies andcures for infant maladies. Who was the witch in yourfamily�s home town, Arrathee?�
�Dolora,� I told her, wondering how she, such awoman, could sit there in a dress that was as shortas mine, her nipples showing despite the bra anddress she was wearing, a mother who had justbreastfed her baby; and yet, I�d noted, Lady Sherrenehad made a clear distinction between Enned, a realfemale witch, and herself.
�You�re from Cormallen then,� said Lady Sherrene.�Dolora never mentioned someone of talent existedout there and she�s supposed to be looking for that.�She sighed. �Some of the older witches on the circuitare like that.� Dolora was old? She�d always looked tome as if she was barely out of her teens. �They onlylook at girls and they make lots of mistakes. After all,girls are naturally interested in perfumes and heav-enly scents, aren�t they? But how many could tellthat your perfume is upland violets over a three toone base of water roses?�
�Water roses are ubiquitous in the Many Isles� per-fumeries,� I murmured with a shudder.
�You can tell me what I�m wearing,� said Sherrenewith a mischievous, girlish grin.
�A real attar of roses,� I began, �upland meadowflowers, no violets,� that was a perfume that was re-ally made from mixtures of aromatic herbs likearenine, �and one in ten, I think, a base of musk.�
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�Perfect,� smiled Sherrene as the men turned to usand listened to us talking about perfume. �I wear it toarouse my husband as he loves musk. But look athim. I think that I don�t excite him at all any more. Itused to be that he would want me, take me, at anytime of the day, pressing me over any table and chair,having me by surprise, and look at him now, an oldman, nodding off in his dotage. I think a youngerman like Robady � Eeeeek!�
The last word was screamed in fake dismay as the�brute� of a husband, as Sherrene called him as shewas lifted, her long legs and undies exposed by herhusband tipping her and marching, Sherrene in hisarms, with her into the next room. We could hear theloving, delighted cries and grunts of sexual congressas Count Torthard did to his aroused, excited wife allthe things that she claimed that he hadn�t been doingto her lately.
Peveret took my hand and drew me to the otherend of the balcony where we could hear less of therutting couple. �You will look like you do now whenyou are as old as Lady Sherrene?� he asked meroughly.
I so desperately wanted him to take me in his armsand kiss me as Torthard was kissing his wife. Hecould have lifted my skirts and taken down my pant-ies and penetrated me as Torthard was undoubtedlydoing to Sherrene. I would have loved it as I alwaysdid. As much as Sherrene obviously did. But Peveretcould only look out over the bay at the dredges goingout into the sea lanes and cleaning away the wreck-age of the terrible sea battle.
�You tried to contact her,� Peveret said thickly. �Iwasn�t wrong in saying that to you. You didn�t knowshe�d heard you.�
�I wanted to tell any witch who could hear me toget out of the way of the fleet coming to slaughterthem but I think Lady Sherrene and her husband al-
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ready knew, didn�t they?� I said. �You, you didn�tsend Robady with a message �?�
�Me, betray my father?� asked my husband bit-terly. �I knew what Robady would tell whoever washere about our ships and our plans. But it shouldhave made no difference. All those kites with swampgas. We should have shot them down.�
�It wouldn�t have made a difference,� I said with ashudder. �They�ll use new tactics next time.�
�Yes,� said Peveret and his arm went about myshoulders. �Torthard was just telling me that ��
There was a noise behind us and Lady Darissecame out on the balcony with Robady, a tall, hand-some Robady, hair cut back in lordly fashion, a goldring on his finger. His clothing was as stylish and ex-pensive as Count Torthard�s.
�Count Mustay,� Lady Darisse announced in herhigh, lilting voice. She glanced around and sashayedfemininely to the door that shielded the lovers, clos-ing it firmly before turning back to us and the be-mused Robady. �The Count and Countess will bewith you soon, my lord,� she announced, as solemnas before in expression, �as soon as they have pre-pared themselves for the dusk revels.�
�Count Mustay?� asked Peveret, releasing me fromthe embrace he�d held me in, still not having kissedme at all.
�My uncle finally passed away and, being the near-est male heir, I inherit the title and estates,� saidRobady, almost leering as he looked at me. �So I�mdone with the sea, it seems. And I must thank you,Lord Peveret.� That was how all Kingdom aristocratsaddressed the leading members of all Many Isles�clans, as if they were of equal rank to them. �Withoutyour placing me on Zephyr again, I could be part ofthat wreckage out there. Gods, whatever possessed
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Brisard to bring the great ships in with the war-ships.�
�Eager for glory,� said Peveret sourly.
�Did I see that you have certain, ah, shall we callthem girls, with you, my Lady Arrathee?� askedRobady lightly.
�Gennee and Rosee are with me,� I said to him witha shudder.
�You haven�t told anyone �?� Rob began with adefinite smirk on his face.
�No, we don�t tell anyone anything,� I said as Roblooked me up and down. I couldn�t tell if he was ad-miring my pretty dress, my stockings and my highheels or if he was disgusted at the figure I now had,the hair andmakeup that I presented so femininely.
I couldn�t help reminding him of some on the liesthat Rob had told me and other girls. �So you�ll bemarrying soon,� I said, letting my flirty, girlish voiceand mannerisms, taught to me by my clansisters,take over, �taking your chosen girl home to meet yourrelatives. I believe that being away so long that you�readdicted to blonde women as lovers, and as wives, orso I�m told.�
Robady smiled as Peveret frowned at me. �Pillowtalk,� Rob said. �Didn�t know, my lady,� that was sar-castic again, �that you�d be jealous of one of yourmaids.�
�He gave the same line to Gennee, that he�d marryher and make her a Countess, as he did to me,� I saidto my husband. �He even had the nerve to suggestthat he�d arrange children for her to mother.�
�I did no such thing,� said Robady hotly. �What areyou, strange or something? A man can�t be a mother!Are you sick or something?�
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So he didn�t know about Lady Sherrene. I looked atPeveret. Maybe we were the only ones, other than therutting couple in the bedroom who knew exactlywhat they were, a couple like us, Sherrene and �her�husband.
�I�m not sick. I�m a witch,� I said easily to Robady,my friend, and, once, aboard Zephyr, my lover.�Marry Gennee, my lord,� I said to him with a femi-nine curtsey, �and come and see me about your chil-dren. I think you deserve five or six, a robust man likeyourself.�
�You can�t say that to me, you � you �� said ared-faced Robady, searching for an appropriate in-sult to give to someone like me.
�Watch what you say to my wife,� said Peveret,coming forward forcefully and putting his arm aboutme. From the doorway to the balcony, Lady Darissegasped and stared at us.
�Should, should I call the guard?� she asked, swal-lowing heavily. Then it was that I noticed the Adam�sapple in her neck, bobbing up and down, as �she� sawtwo men about to square off.
�Not at this time, Lady Darisse,� I said as sweetlyas I could to �her�. �But do you have some way ofspeaking to Lady Sherrene to let her know that shehas other, other guests, awaiting her and her hus-band?�
Darisse looked at me and nodded stiffly. �I, I willcontact her right away,� she said, stepping back intothe antechamber to the balcony.
�Well, it is nice to see you again, Robady,� saidPeveret, falsely jovial. �I�ve missed our little chats. Imust relay the intent of them to Lady Sherrene. Ithink she�ll be amused to learn more than I think sheknows about her new Count.�
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Robady struggled to answer, glancing at Darissethrough the window. She turned away, her handraising the collar of her dress, as she talked to some-one with a pretty, feminine handkerchief holdingsomething like a coin or a cameo in front of her face.
�I think that I�d be more useful to you in the future,my lord,� said Robady, �if Lady Sherrene did not havethat information, don�t you?�
�Possibly,� agreed my husband equably. �Ah, LadyDarisse?�
�My Lady wishes me to escort you to the guestquarters in this building,� she said, clutching thescarf still to her neck. �The Count of Liss is insistingon a Victory Ball. You are invited to attend, as isCount Mustay. Any of your officers who feel that theycould attend, Lord Peveret, are also welcome. I havedresses that you can choose from, Lady Arrathee, ifyou will let me show you the collection that I believeyour maids are accumulating.�

*****
�My Lady,� said the jovial Count of the Liss Isles,�call me Frenny, please. It�s so wonderful to see youhere, at this little party I insisted we have. I thoughtwe�d all be dead this evening! But here I am, dancingwith the loveliest of ladies on the Isle. I am so glad tobe alive!�
I was swirled past Gennee, �Lady� Gennee as all theBaract officers and lordlings, courtiers and mag-nates, I supposed, were calling her. �Lady� Rosee wasalso dancing, with Robady, I noted, wondering whatthey could find to talk about that left each of themsmiling and giggling with one another.
�I know your husband must be pretty devastated,�said Frenny, deliberately pirouetting me so that mydress swirled against him. Somehow, my breasts inmy low cut, glittering dress did as well. Frenny was

Page - 29

RELUCTANT PRESS



an expert dancer, I decided, who knew exactly whathe was doing. I didn�t doubt that he would proposi-tion me, as if I really was a woman, later, in the �littleparty�.
�Tough to lose so many ships and so manyfriends,� Frenny went on. �But that Ballaro fellow,the commander with all the cannons, has beenfound. Disguised himself as an ordinary rigger, Ihear. Couldn�t hide from Lady Sherrene, though. Shehad him marked from the time he passed HaruvaIsle.
�I must say that I�ve never heard of ships cominghere so quickly. And the scout you were on, howspeedily it crossed the Ocean of Clouds. Probably up-setting your husband that Lady Sherrene let himsurvive. Thinks he should have gone down with hisship and all that rot.�
I would have disagreed with Frenny but hetouched my tush, which was too much. I took hishand and raised it to my waist. �I�m a marriedwoman,� I said to the randy, old Count who apolo-gized profusely while I had a fit of the shakes at theway I so casually categorized myself to the buffoon. Isaw him later doing the same thing to Lady Gennee.She endured his male attention far longer than I�ddone.
�Done your obligatory grope with Count Liss,� saidRobady, cutting in on me as I was applauding themusicians at the end of one slow dance as they begananother. I barely had time to wave goodbye to the tallcadet, who�d described the life on his patrol ship. Ithad seemed to mirror experiences I�d had as a cadetofficer and as a young man.
�And the same thing with another cadet,� I said,forcing a smile onto my lips.
�Ouch,� said Robady, lifting his hand a little, thecaress along the line of my panties raising a thrill in-side me. I looked up at the man who had once been
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my friend, someone I talked to about girls for hours,crossing the Black Sea on week-long patrols. He was-n�t looking at me any more, however, as if we were fel-low cadets, sort of friends, male friends.
�I�ve tried to tell you a couple of times,� saidRobady, leaning into me, my breasts pushing againsthim as he whispered in my ear, �that I shouldn�t havedone what Dowd wanted me to do on Zephyr. I shouldnever have played dead and let him take you fromme. I was only following my orders, though. Peverettold me to do whatever I could to have Dowd confidein me and I did. I hated having to give you up. Andthen Peveret wouldn�t let me near you again.�
�Oh, poor darling,� I murmured. �Want to be palsagain? Want to visit the girls in Madame Merenda�s?It�s your turn, I believe, to have the ugly one.�
Robady�s face went taut with anger. But he sighedand hugged me tighter. �I take it, Arrathee, that youdo feel something for me or you wouldn�t be so nastyto me,� he said, taking my breath away.
Was that right? I wasn�t a bitch to anyone else, wasI? Oh, I wasn�t turning into the sort of girl that Roband I had laughed about when we were in port, was I?Well, of course, I was. I was a married woman, wasn�tI? And we�d agreed, Rob and I, that all marriedwomen were bitches, hadn�t we?
We were going to play the field, Rob had alwaystold me, like your father�s rams and bulls with a barnfull of sweet ewes and heifers. We�d even used thoseterms for girls. The jealous ones, whom Rob had usedonce and discarded, got the other name, bitches, todescribe them. Rob had said the same thing to methen as he did now. That he didn�t mind the bitchi-ness. It just meant that those girls were still in lovewith him.
�I�m nasty to you,� I told Rob as we clinched to-gether as we circled the floor, �because you are nasty,smirking and sneering at me.�
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�That�s because I love you,� said Robady, squash-ing all of the breath out of me and making me panicas he held me harder. �I don�t want Gennee, althoughshe�s pretty and a fire ant in bed. I don�t want any ofthe girls I�ve had since I�ve been here. They don�t ex-cite me. They don�t let me touch them or caress themas I want. It�s always what they want which is so tire-some. It�s not like the two of us and you being sowriggly and me taking you every way I could think of.I want to make love with you so much, darlingArrathee. I want to hold you and never let you go��
I let him go, shaking like a leaf. I heard him call af-ter me. Amazingly, it was Count Torthard who inter-vened and put his arms about me, pulling me into adance as Rob, glaring, went right by us and almosttook Gennee out of the arms of a Baract cadet, wholooked quite angry, as the new Count swept awaywith the beautiful girl.
�Mustay is giving you trouble,� stated the Countquietly as I was swished correctly about the dancefloor, feeling again so womanly in my pretty dressand jingly earrings. I looked towards the doorwaywhere Peveret had been standing. My heart sank. Hewas gone. �Your husband�s gone down to visit themen on Zephyr of Serenity. It�s what any good com-mander should do.�
�And left me here,� I said, more crossly than I in-tended.
�With Robady Mustay and all your fellow Baracts,�said Torthard, his eyes focusing on mine. �Yes, Ithink it�s deliberate on his part. Peveret may be theenemy, sort of, but he�s an honorable man. He�sopening the gate and letting you run off if you wantto.
�You can be the beautiful Countess of Mustay, ifyou want it. Robady has already asked us if we�d ob-ject. We�ve told him that it�s what you want, not whatwe want, that counts in his pursuit of the onlywoman he�s ever loved. His words, by the way. So, de-
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cide what kind of woman you want to be, LadyArrathee, Baract or Cunyan. And if you can�t, talk tomy wife. She has another offer to make to you if youdon�t know what you�re doing. You don�t have a lot ofexperience with men, do you, My Lady?�
�What offer are you talking about?� I asked theman dancing me so seductively. Nervously, I lookedup into the man�s eyes, one of the three men whoknew that my tight, shapely gown was concealing nota woman, but another man.
�You�ll have to talk to Sherrene about it,� saidTorthard. �Tomorrow. Tonight is going to be hell.That little love game I played with my wife this after-noon was to remind her that I�m here. I�ll support herin whatever she wants to do. Life is fun. But not to-night.
�Tonight, when all the celebrants have gone, sheand I will go to bed. Sherrene will sob the whole nightlong, even if we make love, as she thinks about all themen she killed today in the battle that was forcedupon her. I�ll tell my darling, lovely Sherrene that it�snot her fault but she�ll cry and say, if only she was awitch, and not a warlock, this would all be different.�
I stiffened in his arms as he said that to me. It wasalmost as if Torthard was reading my mind as, all thetime that he had been speaking of �her� and �she�, I�dbeen amazed that he could think of Sherrene in thatway, particularly as he went to bed with her everynight.
And how did she have their children? And howcould she breastfeed her children? But the last waseasy. I�d smelled the mandane lightly underneathbatrice, a wortbane that was a major part of lotionsI�d mixed for stockmen with ewes or cows that driedup. I guessed that the mandane, to prevent a manimpregnating his or another man�s wife, was neededto allow the buildup of female milk sacs that I�d seengrow many times on the female farm animals back inCormallen.
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�It�s hard to be a woman,� said Count Torthard se-riously to me. �As Lady Darisse is finding out, partic-ularly as she doesn�t want to follow the same routethat Lady Mithera pioneered. You should ask my wifeabout them if you want truly to be a woman,Arrathee. It�s not for the squeamish as it does involvecutting. You can never put back something once it�sbeen removed.�
�You remove male �� I began, huge shivers of re-vulsion running through me. I had to cling to CountTorthard as I would have clung to my husband. WithPev, me being so girlish made people smile. Now I sawfrowns on the faces of the few people looking my wayas I jiggled my breasts and female figure against an-other woman�s husband.
�Not me,� said Torthard, pulling a face as hehugged me warmly. I felt jitters running all throughme. My panties seemed far too tight, my breasts fartoo aroused, my dress so awfully femmy andfeminizing about me. �I�ve said enough to you, sweetArrathee. You should talk to my wife. But tomorrow,or even the day beyond.
�Sherrene has her own grieving to pass through,even if it�s only for the stupidity and folly of foolishmen. They were warned, these Seafarers, what couldhappen to them and yet they intended, nevertheless,to destroy and enslave a Kingdom that doesn�tthreaten them at all. Despite all my reasoning, how-ever, Sherrene�s grief is going to be heartfelt.�
I was in a daze after Torthard left me. I stayed outon the floor, away from Robady, who was definitelymaking a play for Gennee, even though I�d warnedher before I gave permission for her and Rosee to at-tend the Victory Ball. The dancing and affections ex-changed between men and women was definitely be-coming wilder as alcohol loosened the tongues of thejunior officers. They toasted being alive, and the en-emy fleet being conquered, and not being dead in abattle that only a few had been actually involved in.

Page - 34

CHOOSING SIDES BY PHILIPPA PETERS



Page - 35

RELUCTANT PRESS



Count Liss proclaimed the last dance �and victory�.I was seized by the tall cadet who wanted to comeback to my quarters with me, since my husband haddeserted me. I thought about it as I was jolted by thesight of Gennee leaving with Rob�s arm about her.You�re not a woman, a voice inside me told me. I tried,prettily, womanly, to tell the young man that I wasn�tavailable.
�I�m a married woman,� I told him, the funny feel-ings running all over me again as I said what I knewwasn�t really true, could never be true for Arrat, thereal me. Bitch, I said to myself, as Gorden finally leftme. I retreated into the guest quarters all alone, notone of my maids there to help me.
I took my time and removed my makeup slowly,looking at the person I�d become. Even as my eyes re-vealed themselves truly, my eyelashes thick and darkand curled, it was a woman who looked at me som-berly. Removing my bra left me with high, roundedmounds on my chest, moving easily as I stretched mythin arms to re-braid my hair for sleeping.
My lips had never been like that when I�d beenArrat Metherd. They�d never been so full, so pink, likemy nipples, or so soft and kissable. I kept on mycarabet necklace and my long earrings, slipping thelong, white nightdress over my blonde braids thatreached down on either side to my breasts.
No, I�d never had hair this long, this curly, thisshiny, this golden. I didn�t recall when the girls hadlast bleached my hair to keep it a Seafarer blonde. Itseemed that it had made a permanent change likethe rest of me. I wouldn�t look in the mirror full on as Iselected my panties and put them on me, lookingover my shoulder as I eased them into place, seeingthe rounded tush, protruding breast, smooth hipsand long, shapely legs as my lace-edged panties fittedabout me. How I loved the touch of women�s clothingon me. I must be a woman, I told myself, I must. Ihave a husband I must console.
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Oh, come to me, I begged Peveret silently, my heartbeginning to beat feverishly. I knew just what mymaids were doing with whomever they were with,men for sure. Oh, I was so jealous of Gennee, Rosee,and even Sherrene, right then. You�re as much awoman as me, I thought angrily, but you never havethese thoughts that I do, remembering what you oncewere.
Your wife needs you, I thought to Peveret, wishing Icould communicate with him, turning and posinggirlishly in front of the mirror. I wanted him to seeme. I wanted to see the desire in his eyes and to havehim tell me what a desirable woman I was.
Rosee would pose like this all the time. Genneeand I would laugh at her, not that it affected Rosee atall. She�d use the crudest of words as she tauntedwhoever she was seeing in her imagination as shecontorted so sexily, so femininely, in the mirror. �Dome,� she would urge her imaginary lover as shewrithed. �Do me! Do me now if you really love me!�
�I guess he doesn�t love her,� Gennee would whis-per to me. We would both giggle at the writhing girlactually moving as if an invisible man was possess-ing her, turning her this way and that, most cruelly.
I writhed as Rosee had in front of the same mirror.I whispered the same words. �Do me, Peveret!� Ihissed at the image of the woman in front of me, soclearly aroused and writhing around the chair shehad been seated upon most seductively. But, justlike Rosee, no-one came, even when I begged Pev tolove me, love me now, and even used the cruditiesthat men use when they say they will make love to awoman.
Overheated and breathing as hard as if I�d run allthe way into town, with one of Polwer�s potions for theinnkeeper�s wife, I wiggled all over the bed, imaginingthat my husband was there, watching me. But henever emerged from the shadows. And somewhereelse in the castle, I heard girlish shrieks and giggles
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and then �Gorden!� a final shriek in a voice I knewwell. Rosee, at least, was enjoying her night at last.

*****
My husband wasn�t there with me when I woke up.And neither were my maids. It was Lady Darisse whofinally arrived with warm water to prepare a bath forme. �Would, would you like me to do your hair foryou, my lady?� she murmured as she curtseyed tothe bed where I tried to hide myself from her.
Darisse�s voice was a little throaty and ragged. Shewrapped the scarf more firmly about her neck.
�You�ve a cold?� I asked, flinging back the sheets indisgust at myself. How could I hide from such a�woman�, who was doing her best to be an attractivefemale, while I was what she would love to be, buthiding it all from her.
I watched Darisse�s eyes as she saw my long, slimbody as I divested myself of the nightie. The envy onher face glowed for a moment but she tamped itdown, controlling her longing as I stepped into thewarm water, my panties still about me. She tried tobe solemn once more.
�My lady, your panties,� she said as she reachedfor my braids and began to undo them.
�Have you seen Lady Sherrene naked?� I askedDarisse, who colored, even though the rest of her ex-pression did not change. She nodded but said noth-ing in reply.
�You are a woman just like her,� I said to Darisse,who stood mute and silent, nodding only when Istared at her and waited for her answer.
Slowly, I stood in my bath, my back to her. Islipped out of my panties. I turned then and handedthem to her and her face blanched as she looked at
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me. �So am I,� I said to �Lady� Darisse who stoodthere, my panties in her hands, looking as if she hadnever seen male sex organs before.
�Oh, my lady,� Darisse said with a throaty gurglethat revealed once again the bobbing male larynx inher throat.
�You are like me,� I said easily to her, reaching forthe throat cordial, the imbibing of which was part ofmy daily ritual. I poured some into a glass beside thebath and handed it to her. Darisse sniffed at it cau-tiously and her eyes widened in surprise.
�Maybe not exactly the same as yours,� I said in mymost lilting, girlish voice, �but it works in the sameway. Try it.�
Darisse�s nose must have detected that there wasnothing evil in the potion. She poured a generousswallow for herself, drank it, and then took evenmore.
�We have to leave a little for Gennee and Rosee,� Itold Darisse, who looked perturbed as I said that.�Yes, they are girls just like you and me.� My wordsseem to stun her as she stood there stiffly, lovely,painted mouth open, staring at me as if she hadn�tseen a naked �woman� before. �But you can do some-thing that none of us can do. You, Darisse, cansuckle a child.�
�That,� began Darisse, her eyes widening as thevoice, emerging from her mouth, was high and lilting,the equal of mine, �is because of Lady Sherrene. Untilthe end of the pregnancy, twins were not expected.And then she had urgent need of a wet nurse but thenun �� Darisse stopped, wide-eyed in horror as shestared at me. Clearly, she was thinking of the �se-crets� she was betraying to me about her mistress.
�I knew,� I said but still Darisse stared at me, trem-bling. She glanced around as if looking for a knife butfor me or for her, I had no idea.
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�I guessed,� I admitted, taking the towel Darisssehad left on the chair, wrapping it about me, hidingmy deformed parts from her view. �My husband toldme it would be easy to figure out how Lady Sherrene,a woman like me, can have four children. Withwomen like you to assist her, it must be easy.�
�It isn�t easy to satisfy two hungry girls after a longnight�s sleep,� Lady Darisse murmured. �I have tobottle-feed them in part.�
�Bottle-feed?� I had to ask, thinking of the childrenweaned onto goats� milk on my family�s holding inCormallen. �Like giving goats� milk ��
�No,� said Lady Darisse, touching her neck as ifshe couldn�t believe the light, girlish voice comingfrom her mouth. �We, we fill the bottles when the girlsare asleep,� she said, making signs to indicate thatshe squeezed her breasts as I had so often squeezed agoat�s udder in order to obtain milk for sale from thefarm. �Lady Sherrene adds something, a fortifier, shesays, not one I can concoct yet. The milk will last for atenday. The girls will still accept it. Lady Sherrenedoes it so that, if one of us cannot be there, the girlsare still adequately fed with, with, mu-, mother�sm-milk!�
�And you will do this again for the next of LadySherrene�s children?� I asked Darisse.
�Oh, no, my lady,� said Darisse, watching me toweloff between my legs and put my fresh, black, lacypanties over my legs, covering what she might nothave wanted to see. She seemed relieved to see meappearing totally as a woman before her, advancingtimidly, black ribbons in hand as I brushed my hair.She wasn�t at all surprised to see it bounce back tothe ringlet state it had been in the night before.
�Lady Sherrene says that she will not have anymore children now that she has two girls and twoboys,� Lady Darisse confided in me. �And LordTorthard has said the same. Well, he proclaims the
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two boys are his, as they look like him, and the girlsare Lady Sherrene�s as they look like her, and an-other boy or girl would upset the balance.�
And how could they look like Lady Sherrene, I al-most asked Darisse, but the answer came to me.Whatever woman had been impregnated with seed toproduce a girl for the Torthard family had been im-pregnated with Lady Sherrene�s seed! It must be so, Ithought, my throat dry as I thought about how LadySherrene and Lord Torthard, Count and Countess,had been able to have a loving family of babies, andbe wife and husband. Oh, Peveret, I almost screamedaloud in front of the white-faced, scared Darisse, soscared about what she�d revealed, not knowing whatshe�d done but only knowing that it was terrible fromher point of view.
�It�s not terrible that I know what I always sus-pected,� I said to the shaken �girl� standing beside meas I began to put on my figure shaper and then mystockings as she stared even more wide-eyed as I didthat. �I may have a job for you just like this one in thedistant future, if you still wish to be a nanny to a hostof children.�
I really only said that to console Darisse, to be niceto her, thinking that she�d confide in me some moreabout the woman that I�d have to confront very soon.I really didn�t look forward to telling Lady Sherrene allthat had happened to me since I�d become a cadet.
But Lady Darisse turned scarlet and fled fromhelping me, leaving me alone to dress myself, braidand be-ribbon my hair, perfume my breasts, paintmy face and finally exit the guest chambers, in afashionable, black dress, fashionable by Baract stan-dards, its skirts swirling down to my knees, ready forthe mourning that I was sure was happening onZephyr or ought to be.
�Lady Arrathee!� Count Torthard called after me asI clattered in my high heels, down the steps to the
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thin crowds in the market square. The breakfaststalls were the only ones doing any real trade.
Behind the Count were a youth and a young boy, acarbon copy of the older. The eyes that surveyed mewith interest were like those of their father. �MyLady,� said Torthard, smiling and quickly raising meout of the curtsey I made to him, �I�d like you to meetSherrene�s and my sons, Geryat, the elder, andRebernet.�
I stiffened more than a little as it was broughthome to me again that it was Sherrene who was theSeafarer �witch� and not me. She�d had a father who�dbeen an Elder on Cunya. And yet, at the Victory Ball,I�d felt that it was I who was representing the ManyIsles, not she, whose father had been the famous,tragic Geryat.
�I see by the expression on your face that yougrasp the importance of the names, my lady,� saidTorthard as his sons bowed to me. I gave them polite,rustling, women�s half-curtseys in response.
�They take after you, my lord,� I murmured, hop-ing that my words pleased the Count and his sons.By the smiles on their faces, my words did please butdoubtless they�d heard them before.
�That they do, my lady,� agreed Torthard. �LadyDarisse was concerned, I gathered, that, that youmight not have noticed such a resemblance after see-ing how lovely my daughters are. They take aftertheir mother, of course, thank goodness. Wouldn�twant these boys looking as pretty as their mother,now would we?�
�Does that mean that we�re going to be wizenedacorns like you, father, before we�ve even been en-rolled as cadets?� asked the handsome, older boy, athis majority or close to it, I thought, his eyes and theset of his face showing him to be a Torthard soclearly.
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�What�s wizenered mean?� put in the younger boy.�I don�t want to be a witch like Mummy and Daddy,�Yat. I�m going to be captain of a great ship and standin the clouds as I float upriver in foreign ports!�
�Obedience and respect are very important thingsin my family, as you can tell, my lady,� said Torthardwith a mock sigh. �Rebernet, would you have saidthat if Mummy was with us?�
The smaller boy smiled. �Mummy keeps sayingshe�s going to make me into her pet toad and feed menothing but dung flies,� he said, smiling up at me.�She hasn�t yet even though she�s the mostest power-ful witch in the whole wide world! Um, and you�re awitch as well, aren�t you?� That was directed at me.�Is she the one, papa, that Mummy said was morestronger than her?�
�Mummy said that Lady Arrathee really could turnlittle boys into toads if she knew what toads were,�said Torthard seriously. �Usually her potions makeimpertinent boys into eelfingers, those nasty, crawly,slimy, rock sliders you didn�t like when Geryat wasshowing them to you. Shouldn�t wonder if that wasn�twhat happened to the spies I sent out to look for LadyArrathee in the Cunian fleet. It was them, wasn�t it?�The last question was directed to me.
�I didn�t have time to mix a toady potion,� I said asRebernet�s eyes grew bigger. �But I have an eelfingerelixir always at the ready in my purse. It tastes ofcream pudding and cherrigrapes. The more you eat,the bigger �finger you change into.�
Rebernet didn�t look his full seven years as hepartly hid behind his father. �We were going to look ather boat,� he whispered. Geryat winked at me andalso gave me an appraising young man�s look thatmade more than a few goosebumps work their wayup my back. He was nearly as old as I was when �
�Take him with you, Geryat,� said Torthard, mo-tioning to Cormorantwhere Dever and the helmsman,
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faces set in hard expressions, were standing with agrey-uniformed, Baract officer. �And make sure hedoesn�t fall into the water. The last one who did thatbeside the witch�s boat turned into a grayfish. Wedon�t want that to happen as your mother will bemost displeased at having to turn all the grayfish intolittle boys looking for you, Rebernet. She might evenfind one fish she likes well enough to keep before shefinds you again!�
�He doesn�t believe that, does he?� I asked theCount who put his arm throughmine as he waved hissons on and slowed to let me sway and mince downthe steps towards the harbor, more slowly than theboys. I noted that several men with swords and indark uniforms flanked the young men but tried tolook away as if they weren�t shadowing the boys, orTorthard and me, as a couple were, across the mar-ket.
�He didn�t,� said Torthard with a sigh. �He�d grownout of it but, he couldn�t help what he heard yester-day, could he, or, of course, what he saw of the showout there in the harbor. And everyone coming in sofearfully to pay their respects to his mother, sweatingand thanking the goddesses for allowing us to havethe most powerful witch in the world on our, theBaract Kingdom�s, side.�
� �You�re a witch too,� Rebernet said,� I murmuredas I caught my heel and wobbled a little against myescort.
�Geryat would have loved to have walked you downto the ship, my lady,� said Torthard, a little smile onhis face, �and been delighted to have you do thatwobble against him. You probably noticed.�
�I did notice your son,� I said to him carefully.
�What is the Cunian marriage ceremony like?�asked Torthard suddenly as the boys reached thegangplank of Cormorant with their bodyguards.Geryat turned and looked back at us as his brother
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bounded up onto the deck, two of the grey guardsmoving swiftly after him as he headed for the cannon,pointing at them excitedly.
�I, I don�t really know,� I had to admit. �Pev gave memy carabet necklace and said that I was married tohim. Everyone seemed to agree with him and calledme his wife, or land wife. I was made into a Clan Ladyby Wesset, who sailed once with your, your wife.�
�She�s very upset today,� said Torthard grimly.�The body squads were hauling in corpses all eveningand all night long. They still are on the northern sideof the island. Water there wasn�t deep enough for theusual Seafarer burial. So we�ve got to wait till thewind blows off-shore to do a mass burn on the shore-line. Which means a witch�s fire. Sherrene�s taken ontoo much. Got her senses involved in every vibrationof our world. Knew to the broken topsail who andhow many Seafarer ships were coming and why.
�Peveret contacted us, through that witch, Dolora,while he was in Terraire, you know, and tried to getus to send a parley group out to the Many Isles tomake a peace. Sherrene knew it wouldn�t do any goodwith that fleet they�d built and used on the Sun Em-pire. But she told me to agree to talk. Fine way theSeafarers respond to parley, isn�t it, here at Liss withwhat they did to Sword, and then this invasion fleet?
�Still, the negotiations, such as they were, pro-duced the knowledge of you, Lady Arrathee, givingyou time, as well, to become as pretty and powerful awitch as my Sherrene, I think. We got the Cunian re-ply, of course, and the gift of Zephyr, at the same timeas Sherrene spied the invasion fleet. As I said, somefine method of negotiating, wasn�t it? Last thing weneed is a great ship, but it�s come in handy.
�Seafarer custom,� Torthard said then, changingthe subject, as I remained silent. �All you have to doto break your marriage to Peveret,� I could think ofnothing to say as I swished against him in the morn-ing breeze, �is give him his necklace back. That�s it,
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as I understand it. Then you�re free to marry anyoneyou please. You could have anyone but me on Lissright now, you know. I hope, too, that you�ll ignoremy son, though he�s like Gorden and all the otheryoung bucks, in love with a new, dangerous, beauti-ful witch.�
I could barely speak. Shudders ran through me asTorthard went on about Lady Darisse and her dis-tress. Did I really want to keep the poor girl, Torthardstressed that, as a wet nurse for all her life? I reallyshould talk to Sherrene about Darisse. I really mustbefore I scared her again.
I must settle with Peveret, I decided as Torthardwent on kindly, as soon as I could. A shudder ranthrough me at where that might lead, the carabetnecklace never seeming so heavy. I had to seeSherrene about whatever proposal she was going tomake to me. I shivered and thought about how itwould probably mean that she wanted me to be awoman like her for the future.
No, I couldn�t do that, I thought again with aquiver. That was what was disconcerting me, I real-ized, since Count Torthard had said that to me, thathis wife had a proposal for me as we�d danced.Torthard was so nice, so manly, as well, I thought infurther embarrassment. He was one of the few mennot to grope me. I was getting used to being a woman,I thought miserably, as Torthard touchingly escortedme onto Cormorant where his elder son turned tostudy my womanliness even more.
Geryat wasn�t alone in looking at me. Again, I knewthat I was the main attention of every man�s eyes as Istood beside the helmsman and let the winds blowmy dress skirts where they wanted.
In contrast to the admiring looks, however, fromGeryat and the men in the Baract market square, themen on Cormorant glared angrily at me as I headedfor the captain�s cabin in which I�d spent so manywonderful nights with my husband.
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�Why didn�t you help us in the battle, witch?�someone called from the riggings. �You�re on theirside?�
I reeled across the deck, the few men moving sul-lenly out of my way, my high heels inordinately loud,my dress never so swishy as I walked towards myhusband, who�d come out of his cabin and stoodthere, eyeing me. The male officers around himlooked at me uneasily. They all studied the sway inmy woman�s walk as I minced towards them. I trem-bled a little as I felt again how wonderful it was towear women�s clothing, to have long hair blowing inthe breeze and to feel womanly bounces at my chest. Ifelt like asking them if they were enjoying what theywere seeing.
�My lady,� said a white-haired, older man whom I�dseen hauled from the sea by our cutter. I�d thoughthe�d been transferred to Zephyr like all of the otherswe�d rescued. Unlike most Seafarers, he had a small,grey, beard. But it wasn�t that so much but his air ofcommand that made me know that I was looking atthe man who�d had overall command of the Seafarerfleet. I was sure this was Ballaro, though we�d nevermet.
�My lord,� I said to him in my most liltingly, femi-ninely affected voice. I made an elaborate curtsey,feeling the stretch of my stocking fasteners againstmy thighs as I did that. His eyes gleamed as helooked at my breasts and the lace edge of my bra.
�I�m sorry,� I felt I had to say as Ballaro drewme upand leaned forward to kiss my hand, drinking in myperfume, I could see. You should go ashore and getyourself a woman, I thought angrily, but I tried to goon sweetly. �I�m so sorry that I couldn�t help in theterrible battle you fought. But I hope I can help withany and all survivors who need a witch�s attention tosurvive. There�s been enough killing.�
�Peveret was telling us that he locked you away forthe battle,� said a smiling Ballaro. �He was afraid
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their witches would be shooting swamp gas pellets atus as they did at Bridgewater. He didn�t want to loseyou, his beautiful wife, to a lucky hit,� the leader ofthe fleet finished loudly, intending his words for thecrew around him, I�m sure, just as I had.
�I had to stop her casting potions out on thewinds,� said Peveret hoarsely from where he stoodwith other whitehairs. I knew they hadn�t been on theCormorant after we�d sailed into Liss harbor. �TheBaracts would have dropped swamp gas powders allover us from those infernal kites if I hadn�t stoppedthe Lady Arrathee.�
�A weapon not deployed,� said one of thewhitehairs angrily.
�The battle was already lost,� said another wearilyas if they�d been arguing that idea for a long time. �Ifwe�d broken off, as Cormorant did, and covered ourcannons, the Baracts wouldn�t have destroyed everyfighting ship but this one.�
�Will my wife be allowed to aid in the treatment ofinjured men, in which she is adept?� asked my hus-band. Ballaro shook his head stiffly.
�Your wife is a Baract witch, Peveret,� Ballaro said.�On Zephyr of Serenity, we can�t guarantee her safety.Some soldier could have a harquebuss smuggledaboard, and ammunition, and then, you�d lose herfor sure.� He glanced around at the Cormorant crewin the riggings or on deck about us. �You shouldsearch your own men, as well,� he murmured. �Ah,Count Torthard, and your handsome sons ��
I watched as the two older men greeted and chat-ted as if they were on the harbor walk and were meet-ing before retiring to a tavern. They didn�t look liketwo men on opposite sides of a great battle in whichone had been totally defeated and had had the igno-miny of being dragged from the sea instead of drown-ing.
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Peveret stood and, being a dutiful wife in a publicplace, sort of, I curtseyed to him, leaning forwardenough so that he and some of his new friends couldadmire my overtly feminine cleavage.
�Wearing black to a funeral isn�t a Baract custom,�my husband said gruffly as he escorted me to the fa-miliar room that I�d shared with him for so long. Thebed was covered with a sheet and moved to one sideso that the circle of chairs where the men had sat inconference could cluster. �And there�s no-one for youto save. An alchemist like myself is all that�s needed.The crewmen who were rescued, I have to tell you, mylady, would rather die from their wounds than besaved by a Baract witch, particularly after what onepowerful Baract witch has just done to them andtheir fleet.�
�It was no different,� I had to say as I stood there,he not touching me, �than what they intended tohappen to innocent people who were not soldiers orwarriors, just peaceful farmers and townsfolk alongthe Foreshore.�
Pev closed his eyes as if in pain but when he spoke,he ignored what I�d said. There were a lot of woundinfections, Peveret said, reminding me that he was analchemist, that I could tell him how to cure such in-fections, though I couldn�t cure the one that wasbuilding inside me, a fever that only my husband,loving me, could have brought to an end.
�You shouldn�t be here,� said my husband grufflyas we talked, not about us but about how infectedwounds were to be cleansed, and with what. I justwanted him to hold me, and make me feel like hiswoman, again. I made suggestions, even saying thatI�d make potions that he could try when he returnedto Zephyr. They�d assist, I was certain, those few atdeath�s door or who wouldn�t make it all the wayacross the Ocean of Clouds back to Greenhaven.
�You shouldn�t be here,� my husband said again.
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�I should be adorning Count Mustay�s bed thismorning, should I?� I asked my husband bitchily,pouting at him. He winced.
�He�s a Baract like you,� a hollow-eyed Peveret saidto me, �a nobleman. You should prefer Robady overme. I sent you off with him once, and you were hislover, weren�t you? Now the new Count Mustay wantsyou back. He wants to make you his Countess, LadyArrathee. Even a fool like me can see that.�
�Gennee had the pleasure of warming Rob�s bedlast night,� I told Peveret, feeling tears welling up in-side me as I had to tell him that. I stood there, andstill he didn�t take hold of me, his darling wife, as heshould. �I slept alone in just panties and a slittednightgown, waiting for my husband to keep hispromise to me.�
That jolted Peveret. �You expected me to make loveto you when all these men out here are dieing �� heasked hoarsely.
�Yes,� I said to him, ignoring the arguments hecould make. I might have agreed with them the nightbefore if he�d made them to me at the ball. �Make loveto me, now, my darling husband, or I shall return thecarabet necklace you gave me, to you.�
�Right here and now?� asked Peveret, as if hecouldn�t believe what I was asking him to do in themiddle of the cabin where he�d had me sexually somany times.
�Torthard served his woman when she asked him,�I pointed out to him. �And I am just as much awoman as Lady Sherrene is.�
Peveret just stared at me and so I turned on myhigh heels. I don�t know where I was going to go butluckily he grabbed me. He pushed me over a chair, asTorthard had done Sherrene; she�d giggled at his ar-dor. My husband lifted my skirts and almost rippedmy panties down my legs. He�d never felt so huge as
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he entered me, his hands squeezing my breasts as Ijerked and tried to accommodate myself to his savageattack which I�d provoked and which I craved.
Peveret kissed my scented neck and long,sea-blown, blonde hair hungrily as I arched myselfagainst him, twisting enough to receive kisses on mylips as my husband, oh I wanted him to be that to me,buried himself in me, hurting me with every caress,but I didn�t care.
�Oh yes, oh yes, oh yes,� I was saying to him as Iwas impaled on his manhood, wiggling my tushagainst him. Peveret�s hands were rough between mylegs, seizing and squeezing me, already aroused byhis first touch. He fondled my thighs, his manhoodbetween them, as I tried to be so womanly for him.
I think others came to the door of our cabin, tospeak to him, perhaps to tell him what they would bedoing; but they saw what we were engaged in, myhusband cursing and driving the men away bitterly,even when someone proclaimed that the ElderBallaro was being returned to Zephyr.
�Can�t even be without this for one night,� groanedPeveret hoarsely again as he drove and drove into me.�What kind of woman are you? Is this what I have todo to you every minute of the day to keep youhappy?�
�Yes! Yes!� I told him as he slid my bra strap downmy arm and so his mouth was able to arouse new,frenzied, womanly excitement in me.
�They�re already saying that you�ve bespelled me,�Peveret whispered to me. �Can you defend yourselfwhen you go back on deck? Someone is bound to at-tack and think that they are freeing me from havingto do this to you, forever.�
�Oh, my darling,� I simpered to him. �I don�t everwant to be free of you.�
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I wiggled out of my dress and let Peveret groanagain as he saw my girlish figure in the lingerie I�dchosen for that day. He groaned all the time he liftedme about him and carried me to our bed. He had me,made love to me as if I was his woman, both of us fi-nally naked as we quivered and wriggled about oneanother. It was glorious. I felt so womanly and lovedas I convulsed into the orgasm that seemed to comeso often to me now when I had Peveret rocking insideme, his mouth on my lips or at my breasts.
When I finally was able to re-dress, I kissed myhusband so passionately and so much that we had tohave another session on the bed. His arousal was sogreat that I had yet another orgasm, as Peveret calledwhat I was doing, shuddering in delight and ecstasybeneath him, soaking him as he was soaking me.
It took us an age before I finally re-dressed a thirdtime, my husband�s hands still all over me. I wouldhave let him do me yet again but he was windingdown. More lovemaking would have left him incapa-ble of going on and doing what he had to do, attendthe pyre of the men who�d died.
There was nothing on deck directed at me al-though I was ready with potions if I saw anyoneabout to pounce or make an odd motion. That wasbecause no Seafarer was in the riggings and onlyDever and his helmsman were on deck. They were ac-companied by several men in the dark-grey uniformswith the green and white badges who were standingat the hatches to below as well.
As soon as we were clear of Cormorant, I glancedback. The soldiers were leaving the ship. The sailors,hair golden like Pev�s and mine, came back on deck,glowering after me. A carriage awaited us which did-n�t take us back to the castle, as I thought of theplace where I�d been a lonely guest, the night before.
Immense piles of bodies were lain on the logs andcoal, most of the pyres dried driftwood and the re-mains of battered ships of the Ballaro Fleet, I had no
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doubt. A Baract Chanter said some words that Ibarely grasped before Seafarers spoke in a languagethat I didn�t know, only a few words intelligible to me.
�Light the pyres,� whispered Peveret to me, tellingme to say the guttural syllables that he was saying asif a prayer.
No-one had told me that I was the one to be the firegoddess. I heard her name invoked, in what Peveretsaid. I took the defensive terogal compound from myblack purse and cast one grain onto the nearer pyre.The flash and heat as it lit up were shocking. I sawthe fear on the faces of several white-haired Seafarersas Peveret guidedme about the enormous pyres. I didit again and again until a mountain of fire, just likethat which had lit up Haruva�s Island flamed to thesky.
�Well done,� murmured Peveret. �And it wasn�t thewitch who killed all these men, who did this honor-able ceremony. They�ll take that tale back toGreenhaven with them at least. And that the warriorswere honored in the old way.�
Peveret escorted me to the carriage that hadbrought me. He turned and indicated Ballaro and thegrim, white-haired officers who�d been on Cormorantearlier. �I�m needed still by my countrymen,� he said.�I�ll be with you in the Count of Liss�s clanhouse laterthis night.� He smiled. �To keep my promise to you,�he murmured softly into my ear, making me shiver sogirlishly, all over.
I returned, with a Baract escort, to the Liss castle.Lady Darisse, as lovely a �girl� as I was, I hoped,awaited me in the entranceway, leading me straight-away to Lady Sherrene, who was with her sons.
�You�ve met my lads, my lady,� Sherrene said tome, looking and sounding no older than the tall,young man who was again studying me and my femi-ninity.

Page - 54

CHOOSING SIDES BY PHILIPPA PETERS



�Your husband made sure that I did, my lady,� Imurmured. Oh yes, I sounded as sweet and feminineas she did. Her sons were clearly admiring me, awoman so much like their mother. Oh, please don�tdream of me, I begged them silently. Don�t dream ofme as I used to dream of Sura or their Aunt Grace,the actresses.
�Thank you for doing that duty in North Bay forme,� said Sherrene. �I didn�t know that you spokeFarogene.�
�I don�t,� I said as the boys looked at me in puzzle-ment. �Peveret whispered the words to me and I re-peated them.�
Geryat scowled at me at the mention of my hus-band�s name. He brightened though when Sherrenesaid that the two ships, Zephyr and Cormorant, wouldbe leaving Liss on the evening tide.
�My son is blushing,� said Sherrene laughingly,�because he knows I am going to beg the lovely LadyArrathee to stay here, to journey back with us toHillaire and finally to come with us to Torthard, thecity.�
�I want to go to a play,� said Rebernet immediately.�One in which Auntie Grace plays you, Mummy.�
�Oh, that play won�t be on again for a long time,�said Sherrene, a slight blush on her face as sheshooed away her sons for some privacy while shetalked to me. �Go and play with your sisters,� shesaid. �Cupyana�s awake and you can help to feed herwhile Darisse feeds your other sister.�
�Mummy!� said an aggrieved younger son.
�Come on, Reb,� said his serious, older brother,again with a look at me that left me a little breathless.�Let�s go and get into the good graces of the futurewitches. Maybe they won�t turn us into toads whenthey grow older, if we can make them like us.�
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�Torthard said that Geryat was more than half inlove with you, Lady Arrathee,� said Sherrene, givingme what I interpreted in my own mind as a motherlylook.
�I�m, I�m a married woman,� I said, flicking my hairfemininely as my clansisters had taught me. �Be-sides, he, he doesn�t know about you and me, andDarisse, does he?�
Sherrene shook her head and was quiet for a longmoment. �I�d forgotten that,� she said suddenly, a coysmile curving her lips. �I never think of myself as any-thing but a woman, a complete woman, with my lov-ing husband and children all about me. But actuallythat�s part of what I want to talk to you about,Arrathee. What do you plan for the future?�
�I�m a married woman,� I repeated, a shake in myvoice as I spoke to her. �Where my husband goes, I�llgo with him. If he�s leaving on the evening tide, I�ll gowith him.�
�That�s one option,� agreed Sherrene, �and don�tthink for a moment that I�d ever stop you. Robady,then, is not the choice that you�d make if your hus-band took back his necklace and set you aside?�
�Unless he was bespelled,� I gasped, �Peveretwouldn�t do that to me.�
�Not after the late morning you spent together,�said Sherrene with a smile. �Torthard was like thatwhen we were first married, um, is still like that. Oh,I didn�t listen in on you as I did at the pyre, my dearArrathee! But you saw the look on Geryat�s face.Quite disappointed that it wasn�t him with you,Prout, the guard commander, was telling Torthard.Once we return to Hillaire, there is, there�s a girl,whom he was just as sweet upon as he appears to be,now, with you. She�s older, Princess Kendra, butwe�re all hoping, that she will ultimately turn out tobe the girl for him.�
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�Princess Kendra?� I asked, shivers runningthrough me as Sherrene gracefully led me to a small,round table with delicate cups for tea and littleteacakes upon the painted, expensive plates. �So, so,it, it is true that Queen Larussa had, had a d-daugh-ter.�
Sherrene sat gracefully in one chair and indicatedme to sit opposite her. �Would you have asked mesuch a question a year ago?� she asked.
�N-No, my lady,� I said as I smoothed my skirts be-neath me and tried to be as girlish as her.
Sherrene giggled femininely, so pretty a womanthat I couldn�t believe she was as old as my father,her son more than sixteen, as he must be to carry thesword that he did. �I won�t tell lies to you,� saidSherrene, �not since I wish to recruit you as a witchand bring you back to the Kingdom. You know thatQueen Larussa proclaimed that I was a man, yourparents might have told you. She and my aunt weretrying to discredit me. They succeeded in part but myaunt wanted me to free Perisord from its blight. Andit�s true. A witch could never have done it. It did re-quire me, a warlock, though I hate admitting thatabout myself.
�I am not insane as my aunt was, Arrathee, as mygrandmother was, as she cursed the land where mymother was born. My aunt learned of some tenden-cies I had frommymother to dress like a girl and tookadvantage of them to try to trap me. You see, a witchcould not enter or defeat my grandmother�s hexes onPerisord.
�Well, the story that Lara put out about me givesthe Kendra story credibility. When it was revealed byEnned, my friend, that Prince Kennen was not a boyat all and so not able to inherit the crown, the plotsagainst King Tathally stopped right away. Even inCormallen, you must have heard of the Golden Ballthat we gave to Princess Kendra to acknowledge heras a woman. She�s been inundated ever since with
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matchmakers trying to marry her off to everyne�er-do-well in the Kingdom, in Malesia and allalong the Quarrence coast.�
�I did hear that she was very pretty,� I said cau-tiously, having heard a lot of talk about the King�ssister but dismissing most of the ideas about her im-portance to the Kingdom. She was a woman, after all,wasn�t she? Now, I had a sinking feeling as I thoughtabout another �woman� who was just like me. If shemarried and was discovered, I thought in some dis-tress, would all of us be discovered as well?
�You have the look that says that you wonder whatwill happen if she is discovered to be a man like youand me,� said Sherrene softly, grimacing as she saidwords that she probably never even thought anymore. �I have to tell you about Mithera now, a womanyou don�t know about.�
I sat there as Sherrene took her time and told mehow Mithera, an actress, that is, a man who playedwomen�s parts on stage, could not stand not being awoman any longer, and had cut off her male append-ages. She would have bled to death but for Sherrene.She and several other �women like you and me� haddone more than save Mithera�s life. They had shapedthe damaged flesh between Mithera�s legs into an ap-proximation of a woman�s vagina.
I gasped and flushed and writhed on the cush-ioned chair on which I sat as Sherrene insisted ontelling the entire story to me. Mithera had married asa woman. She said that she received pleasure fromher husband, Sarlie, when they made love. She hadadopted children on both sides of the family as hers.Mithi and Sarlie lived as husband and wife very, veryhappily.
�The cabbies who came with me from Tempest,�said Sherrene as I was squirming in distress at thedisturbing story, �were mostly actresses in Sarlie�scompany. But several of them wanted to follow thesame route as Mithera. I had to be there at every fe-

Page - 58

CHOOSING SIDES BY PHILIPPA PETERS



male surgery. That�s what we call it. We operate as ifit was a kidney stone that has to be cut out. Panya isan incredibly deft surgeon who has had the surgeryherself. We�ve made fifty new women completely; allmarried now, save one, Princess Kendra. And no, Iam not one of the new women, Lady Arrathee.
�It is, however, one thing that you could do foryourself, my lovely girl, if you wished to. A second op-tion.�
I was shaking my head as I thought about it,thought about Peveret entering me from the front,through my vagina, and cold sweat broke out alongmy forehead.
�I thought it might not be an option for you,� saidSherrene seriously. �But Gennee, your maid, talkedto Lady Darisse. Darisse says Gennee will beg you torelease her from being a maid so that she can journeyto Torthard, meet Panya and undergo surgery likeLady Mithera to make her a complete woman.�
�But she still would not be able to have children ofher own,� I said shakily.
Sherrene smiled sweetly at me. �You�ve worked outhow Torthard and I do it.�
�The boys are made from his seed, in a nun�suterus,� I said, almost choking as I said it, �and yourgirls are made from your, your �� I couldn�t finishthe word.
�Exactly,� said Sherrene with a smile. �I didn�t carefor what Torthard insisted that I do, but then lookwhat has happened. I have twin girls, fromme. I don�tthink that I love them more than my sons butTorthard was right. I do feel completed now as awoman as I suckle my babies who came from me.That�s something that you might want to do, be amother like me, a third option.�
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I crossed my legs again, my dress swishing andSherrene smiled at me. �Such a lovely sound andsuch a lovely feeling, isn�t it, to cross your legs pret-tily as a woman.�
I shivered as I agreed with her that I loved to becompletely dressed as a woman.
�But you aren�t like me,� said Sherrene softly then.�You didn�t play games where you were the girl, thewitch. You weren�t trained to be a witch by a lovingmother who never told me what she was doing. I be-came a witch so easily for my aunt. You were forcedoff to sea before you could become an embarrass-ment to your family, weren�t you, Arrat Metherd?�
I uncrossed my legs and was about to stand upand storm away but Sherrene�s hand shifted. I foundmyself sitting down and re-crossing my legs though Iwas trying not to do that.
�I hate to do that but youmust hear me out, Arrat,�said Lady Sherrene, almost sadly. �It�s the ganasateand the masheen, the throat clasper and all the otherthings that we take to make our skin softer. Wewitches let our muscles soften and decay until we be-come the pretty, thin girls that we are. A witch�s firsttask is always herself. She becomes glamorous andwe warlocks, Arrat, are no different in our desires. Ifwe are going to become women, then we need to bethe prettiest and most feminine girlie-girls around,don�t we?
�Save that the feminizing potions don�t just changeour bodies, they change our feelings about what weare. And we do, in the end, take what we want, sowillingly. We even think, we say it to ourselves, that ifwe stop taking some of them, particularly ganasate,it will allow us to return to what we once were. Nottrue, pretty Lady Arrathee, not true. You will only getlovelier and more loving as a woman as I have. Yourhusband is already enchanted with you and neitherof you know that you are bespelled to what you are.
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�I am bespelled but I love the snare in which I�mheld. Which is the secret of a happy, womanly life, is-n�t it? You have to love the bindings that make youthe way that you are. But, Arrat, you are not so fargone into womanhood as you think that you are. You,we can bring back to manhood, if you so desire. Yes,�she took a heavy, green-glass bottle from the lowershelf of the table at which two pretty women, us, satso gracefully. �This is the antidote, or so I call it. Re-ally, it�s a new concoction entirely. It will reverse allthe effects of ganasate, masheen, the throat clasper,amesis, recosonale, tresham, goldenroot, though youmay call them by other names.
�Yes, Arrat, it�s another option for you. You werenever attracted to men before the bodily changes be-gan in you, were you? You never desired to be thebride of another man? No, you didn�t and this is thelast option that I want to put in front of you, Arrat.Your future is not set. You can be who you wish to be.
�You can be Arrat again, apothecary, hidden war-lock, part of our circle. You can marry, have childrenwith a woman.� She paused. �Or, you can reject this,�she picked up the green bottle, and stored it back be-neath the table. �And you can be a woman like me. Ican teach you everything I�ve learned about being awitch. You�ll be even greater than I�ve ever been.�
Sherrene smiled at me then, moving closer to me,making me feel even more nervous and afraid than Ihad in all her talking to me. She took a small sprayfrom her purse and used it to blow a light mist at me.I sat rigidly, under her complete control, as shewaited until I had breathed in the metallic, cold mist.
It was as if a silver cloak was slipping off me, awayfrom me, as Sherrene smiled. I gasped, my armscrossing so girlishly, as I trembled, my dress shiver-ing over my stocking legs, as I realized that I was freeof whatever enchantment she�d put on me. �What,what is that?� I gasped at her.
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�Silverbane,� said Sherrene with a smile, �becauseof the way it feels on your skin, and, like so many ofour potions, not made from silver or from anywortlebane at all. My grandmother used it; so I foundout from the record her apothecary left in Perisord.
�It�s like the listening devices which we must equipyou with. You can use themwhether you�re a witch ornot. If you bathed this morning as Darisse said youdid, silverbane was all over you and, luckily, Peveretdidn�t remove too much of it in his ravishing of you. Ionly had to activate the trace on my hands and couldfeel it resonate on your skin and you were mine.�
�Oh,� I said.
�Yes, my girl,� said Lady Sherrene. �When youbathe tomorrow, don�t let Darisse bring you water.She knows what I wanted her to do and she�ll do itagain.�
�Darisse,� I said to her, feeling an urge to re-crossmy legs and re-arrange my dress at which Sherreneonly smiled. �What are you doing with her? Does sheget the same options as me?�
�In a way,� said Sherrene. �I�m using a tu-mour-shrinking potion on her larynx that is working.It�s something I�ve been thinking that we could useinstead of cutting away at all the girls who want to bereal women. Imagine if we could shrink what is be-tween out legs and draw it all inside us. Would thatbe wonderful or do you like your orgasms so muchbecause your husband touches you where youshould feel pleasure, being a man yourself, once?
�I don�t know but some girls are adamant that theydon�t want their penises touched in any way whileothers are intrigued at the idea of getting rid of theirpeckers, the nasty things.�
I couldn�t giggle femininely at such a thought asSherrene did. Thoughts of not having the source of somuch sexual enjoyment was too difficult to take in,
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all at once. To be always a woman, having aman slidemy panties down and caressing my vagina � No! Iwas Arrat, and I didn�t want such thoughts. I couldn�tthink about what Sherrene was saying at all. I was aman, wasn�t I, and, as pretty a mother as she was,she a man like me, as well.
�Anyway, first things first,� Sherrene went on.�Darisse must lose her larynx enough that she feelsshe is pretty and not being called a man in disguiseeverywhere she goes. Then, I might work on the otherthing, or it might be up to you to do it, Lady Arrathee.You will need to experiment on animals, which is whyI thought of you today, in thinking about Darisse andwhat she might eventually want. You know a lotabout farms and stock, don�t you?�
�I don�t know a lot about manhoods!� I protested,my mind whirling in shock at all the things Sherrenewas saying to me. I couldn�t help revealing that I wasrestless and embarrassed with where our conversa-tion was going.
�Will you speak to Peveret about your three op-tions?� Lady Sherrene asked me. �Or will you decidewhat you want on your own?�
�I-I d-don�t know!� I had to admit, shivering allover.
�Well, since I still have you for a little while as awoman,� said Lady Sherrene, rising again so grace-fully and taking my soft hand in hers, then puttingher arm about my waist as I shuddered nervously.She had shocked me to the roots of my dyed, blondehair but at least she seemed to know that she had,probably deliberately, I thought later, as she huggedme sympathetically.
�Too much all at once,� Sherrene said, her voice sodelicate and lilting. �Sorry, but Torthard tells me thatall the time. I tell him that I learned it from him. Nowyou know all that I can do for you. But I won�t do any-thing for you, Arrathee, unless you ask me to. So, as
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you are still Lady Arrathee, come with me, my lady,and let me introduce you to women�s work with mydaughters. Let me show you what you will be missingif you decide not to be a woman any more.�

*****
�Count Torthard insists that we dine with his wifeand family tonight,� said Peveret after he boundedthrough our bedroom door, shooed out my maids,who were talking to me about going to the Kingdom ofthe Baracts themselves, Gennee on the point of ad-mitting to me what she was planning to have done toherself.
I looked up nervously at my husband, everythingthat Sherrene had said churning throughmy system.I was only a girl because I was bespelling myself asshe was. That�s what I thought she�d said. So, theemotion I felt as my �husband� grabbed me andkissed me was all witchery and not me. No wonder Iwas shaking like a leaf in his arms as I pressed myfeminine body so close to him and felt his hands ca-ressing my tush.
I was thoroughly kissed, mauled more like it,Peveret taking me into his arms, and pushing medown onto the bed even though I was in a glittery,silky white gown that must have cost a fortune to bemade. Not that Lady Sherrene had minded me wear-ing it. But if my husband stained it, I thought with anervous shaking of my body that my husband beganto respond to, she wouldn�t be pleased and neitherwould I.
�I have to wear this dress of Sherrene�s tonight,� Igasped shakily to my ardent husband. �So I eitherhave to have you get off me, or I have to take thisdress off.�
There, the responsibility was with him now. Iwould be a woman only if he made me be one. Yes, in-deed, my husband opted for me taking off the dress.
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Of course, he took off my panties and my bra, mystockings andmy garter belt, as well, caressing me solovingly at every point, me glued to him and enjoyingevery touch that sent a feminine sensation throughme. So I was bespelled, by myself, by everything I�ddone. So, enjoy it, girl, I told myself, a sob close to thesurface.
After Peveret had kissed me thoroughly, he madelove to me in our own preferred manner, me his lov-ing woman, my legs high over his back. He helped meto wiggle and bounce beneath him until he wasdeeply and marvellously into me, making me ques-tion what Lady Sherrene had told me.
The agonizing release I had and the so-satisfyingorgasm that rocked right through me seemed to con-tradict all she�d said. No, they couldn�t thrill me somuch just because of the potions I took in such smalldoses to keep my image as a pretty woman. No, shewas wrong. This was how I truly felt, sated and lov-ing, wanting it to go on and on as bliss overcame me,womanly, feminizing bliss. This wasn�t a witch�s po-tion that made me feel like this, I gloried in thethought, knowing that this was me, Arrathee, beingso fulfilled as a woman, my man loving me in everyway that I wanted him to.
I was barely satisfied with the quick release each ofus had soared together in, even though it was thesecond tryst we�d had in that day. But we had to at-tend Lady Sherrene. She was surely listening in tome. I hoped she liked the grunts, the squeaks and thegroans and the few whispered �I love yous� for thatwas all she would have heard from me.
I was too aware of her knowing what I was doing allthe time to be as unrestrained as I normally was.Imagine having her monitoring me all the time, as heraunt had apparently monitored her, I thought with ashiver. No wonder they�d fallen out. No wonder thatSherrene had eventually killed the terrible Orissiana.
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�I�ve never known you get ready so quickly,�Peveret said as we approached the dining room,pausing just long enough for him to taste my lipstickand swirl me on my high heels girlishly as if we weredancing. �Lady Sherrene really makes you jumpthrough hoops, doesn�t she? Whatever did she say toyou today that brought on this change in the way younormally behave?�
�How do I normally behave?� I had to ask him socarefully.
�Like a little girl,� Pev muttered in my ear. �Like alittle girl pining to be loved who can�t leave her manfor a second, she loves him so.�
�That�s me,� I said brightly, clinging to his arm likea little girl, bouncing and cavorting girlishly againsthim, as an armed soldier showed us into the privatedining room of the Torthard family. Lady Sherrenewasn�t there, naturally, I thought, when I wanteddesperately to show her, by the way that I was acting,that she was wrong.
Waiting for us were the three males in the leadingfamily of the Baract Kingdom, not counting the un-married King Tathally and his Seafarer mistress.Peveret grinned as we sashayed over to them; well, Isashayed and was twirled in a dance to show off mypretty dress as Peveret held my hand as he strolled. Ipirouetted as I was the only girl in the room, Ithought smugly, noting how even Rebernet, the littleone, loved my feminine aroma and the frillies be-neath my dress.
�Sherrene and Darisse are putting the girls tobed,� said Torthard with an appreciative smile at me,bringing us glasses of wine that were cold and re-freshing. �The boys and I really appreciate the chanceto entertain you, Lady Arrathee. We have too muchtime together, Geryat, Rebernet and me, withoutfeminine company.�
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Oh, very clever, I thought, a lump in my throat.You didn�t say �female�, did you, Count? You musthave talked to your wife, or listened in on what wewere talking about. If this was a trial with a citizen�spanel, the jury would still be out onme, wouldn�t it?
�In another year or so,� Torthard went on, the per-fect, genial host again, as he had been before toPeveret and me, �mealtimes are going to be chaotic asthey were when these boys were young; and we onlyhad one little man at a time to contend with. God-desses know what it will be like when we have twopretty girls begging for attention!�
Geryat frowned as he looked at my husband. Hedidn�t seem as pleased as his brother to see Peveretand me at the table. �Excuse me, sir,� he said to Pevat last when Torthard ran down in his pleasantries.�But I was told that your ship, Cormorant, leaves to-night on the evening tide. Isn�t that happening now?�
�It is,� said Peveret easily.
�And Cormorant is leaving�?� Geryat asked again.
�Yes,� said Peveret with a smile of reassurance tothe frowning Torthard. �But leaving on the eveningtide always has about four hours of leeway after thehigh mark is reached. But, beside that, Cormorant is-n�t a great ship or any kind of cargo hauler. She canleave at low tide, if we wish, from this harbor, as wecan anchor in the roads, too.�
�So �� began Geryat, looking at me.
�Enough,� said his father quickly, giving me aquick glance and a reassuring smile that didn�t makeme feel any better at all. I began to think that I wouldbe glad to get back to Cunya and leave this randy sonof Sherrene and Torthard high and dry on somebeach. �Let�s talk of other things. You were a real pil-lar of strength at the funeral services this afternoon,Peveret. It was a fitting send off to the Grey Fields��
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�� the Shining Isles of Warriors �� murmured myhusband.
�� for the brave men who died in the waters thelast few days,� Torthard continued on with a nod ofacknowledgement to Peveret�s correction. It re-minded us all that Pev wasn�t a Baract, one of �us�, Ithought, chills running throughme. �Lady Arrathee�swords were like an incantation and perfectly said.But I gather that it was you telling her what to say,Pev, that was the guiding light of the ceremony.
�Well done, the pair of you. Youmake a great team,like Sherrene and me, I�d love to say, but we all knowhow she dominates me.� The older men laughed eas-ily at that. �Any reason, Pev, that you can tell us,about why Ballaro kept on bringing his forces for-ward to be slaughtered as they were?�
�He thought that Sherrene, well, he didn�t know itwas Sherrene exactly,� said Peveret, �would exhausther powers first. He thought he�d overwhelm what-ever was against him by the power of brute force. Hewas convinced that some ships must break throughand annihilate this island, this castle, probably thewitch against him. So he�d planned for the fleet tojust keep on coming, no matter what, in their col-umns.
�If Ballaro had been in the rear and not in the van,it might have gone differently. He might have seenthat there was no break, he was being slaughteredfor no good reason and retreated to save lives. He�dhave been in position to stop Brisard�s stupid push-ing forward of his supposed invasion forces, even be-fore the cannons were fired, to put soldiers ashore.But he, Ballaro, that is, did what worked on theGolden Sea against the Sun Empire. He couldn�t be-lieve that fighting witches like our wives, Torthard,isn�t the same as fighting all-male armies.�
�He�s like your father,� said Torthard with a shakeof his head. �At least, that is what my wife tells me.Well, here are the other ladies.� He smiled and went
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forward to greet his wife with a kiss as she entered ina pink dress that made her look as young as her elderson. Lady Darisse in dark blue followed slowly be-hind her, looking at me and blushing.
�Mummy,� each of the boys had to greet LadySherrene as she hugged them and smiled at whatthey called her. She didn�t have to look at me as �weladies� heard her called that. Nor did we show theslightest equivocation, not even the men and �women�who knew all about �her�, not turning at hair at whatthe boys called her. But I was quivering greatly in-side, not able to get hold of myself, as I heardSherrene called �Mummy� so many times
Rebernet had to hug Lady Darisse and tell her howpretty her dress was. �She� smiled shyly as Geryat didthe same, both boys obviously well trained in thecompliments that they had to pay to us ladies. I wasquivering inside, however, as I looked around the ta-ble and realized that, of course, we were all, in reality,male, who were sitting down to eat, the sounds of ourpretty dresses so feminine as the men helped us tosit, Geryat helping a blushing Darisse.
All �manly� talk had to end then as �Mummy� wasseated at the table. She did the invocation of the god-dess that Baracts used and thanked her for gifting allof us women with the skills to please our men. Shedidn�t even smile at me or Darisse as she solemnlysaid what she did.
We talked, as maidservants I didn�t know broughtin and served food to us. We chatted about thingsthat interested the boys which was everything to dowith ships and fighting on them. The only thing otherthan that, that the boys spoke about enthusiasti-cally, was the stage shows that were put on inTorthard and Hillaire.
�Sarlie�s going to bring his children�s plays toHillaire this winter,� said Sherrene, smiling at heryounger son. �You should tell Lady Arrathee all aboutthe ones you saw in Torthard last year.�
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�Auntie Grace was in all of them,� Rebernet toldme quickly, his mouth half full as he spoke. �She�sthe most prettiest woman in the world, save forMummy and her friend witches, of course. AuntieGrace had the scaredy parts to play in almost all thestories. But I wasn�t scared because I knew it washer."
�That�s cheating,� said Geryat. �You knew whatkind of woman she was. You could have told yourfriends!� Oh, did that make the shivers run throughme. A squeeze of my hand by Peveret wasn�t enoughfor me to overcome the thoughts running throughme.
�She scared most of the kids when she came downinto the audience," said Rebernet, ignoring hisbrother completely, �but then she�d sit on all thedaddys� laps and try to tempt us to come and rescuethem so she could catch us and put us in hercookpot! I didn�t ever go to her then even when shewas kissing Daddy and saying that he tasted goodand he should go into the pot instead of me!�
�What are you teaching your children from thestage?� I had to ask Sherrene who had Rebernet inher lap as soon as the dining was done.
�Stepmothers are bad and become awful witches,�laughed Sherrene. �But who saves the handsomeprince in the end � the good witch, Alessa.�
�Oh, she was so nice!� said Rebernet enthusiasti-cally. �We met her in the dressing rooms afterwards.She kissed me and wrote her name on my hand andthat she loved me.�
�She did the same for me,� cut in Geryat in amuse-ment as his mother, yes, his mother, Lady Sherrene,shushed him.
�But she whispered to me that she didn�t mean itto you,� said Rebernet, giggling. �She said she wasgoing to marry me when I grow up.�
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�I think I�ll have to have a word with that actresswhen I see her next,� said Sherrene. �Now it�s time forbed, Reb, and ��
�Can Lady Arrathee put me to bed and read me astory,� asked the incorrigible little boy. And so I did,reading at least three short stories of good witches,�just like you and Mummy,� Reb had to comment.The good witches did such wonderful things to savethe castle, the prince, and the townfolk. This is reallywhat you�re teaching your children, Lady Sherrene, Ithought. I got a wet, slobbery kiss that made me feelso strange inside as I went back to join the grownups.
�� be best if Arrathee and Sherrene, went toTorthard and she had the chance to teach her all thatshe did here on Liss,� I heard Torthard saying toPeveret who was looking at him thoughtfully. LadyDarisse slipped by me, saying that she must checkupon the babies. She looked at me properly andsmiled, happier about me from what the Torthardfamily and Peveret had been talking about, I gath-ered.
�Where are my husband and I going to be going?� Ihad to ask as I sat down next to the man I was callingthat, swishing my dress beneath me. Geryat wasfrowning at me, and at Peveret, as I took his arm andput it around me in womanly fashion.
Torthard frowned and looked to his wife, whosmiled at me.
�I think she�s making her choice, darling,�Sherrene said with a charming smile at me that mademy stomach do cartwheels again as I knew what shemust be thinking.
�You�re going to be leaving with Lord Peveret onCormorant?� asked Geryat with a scowl.
�N-No,� I said taking Pev�s hand in mine.
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�Yes,� said Peveret, squeezing it hard. And then hestopped and stared at me as if he couldn�t believewhat he�d just heard.
�Geryat,� said his father quickly. �Go and findProut for me, will you, my boy? Tell him I want tenkites up, even though it�s night, to cover all shipsleaving the harbor. I forgot to tell him when I left him.He�d asked and it slipped my mind.�
Geryat left, a sullen look on his face. I doubt thatanything ever slipped Torthard�s mind, or LadySherrene�s. She patted her son�s hand and huggedhim before he went quickly out of the hall.
�You didn�t tell Peveret that you weren�t going backto Greenhaven,� said Sherrene with a delighted smileon her face. My husband was looking at me as if I�dsuddenly grown another head.
�You�re not catching the evening tide, my lady?�asked Torthard, glancing at his wife. �I was only say-ing that about Arrathee learning from Sherrene forPev to consider before bringing her back next year.�
�No,� said Peveret angrily. �My wife was asked tomake a choice today about what she wishes to dowith her life and she�s made it. She does not wish togo where I must go. And I have no choice, not afterthe defeat that we Seafarers have suffered at thehands of the witches of the Foreshore.�
�P-Pev,� I began, turning to him, my leg pressingagainst him but he pulled away from me, his facebleaker and more haunted than I�d ever seen it. Oh, Icouldn�t bear to see him like that. �I, I should changemy mind �� I began, not able to look at what onesimple word had done to my husband.
But I had to find out if what Sherrene had saidabout me was true. Was I really Arrathee or was I re-ally Arrat? I shivered just thinking about it as I triedto tell my husband why I, a Baract witch, couldn�t goback to Greenhaven with him.
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All the Seafarers would be looking for someone toblame for their defeat. I knew they�d blame me. I�dhave been happy, sort of, to endure that for my hus-band, the man I loved, the man I still loved, even now,as I tried to tell him that I needed to find out who Iwas. If he compelled me, I would continue as his wife,now and forever, enjoying every second of being hiswoman. But there�d still be that nagging thought �
�Don�t,� said Peveret as if he was in physical pain.�You must find out who you really are, Arrathee.Lady Sherrene says that you�ll succeed her as thewitch-protector of the Foreshore, some day. But, todo that, you have much to learn, mostly about your-self.�
Peveret stared at me when I tried to move ontohim, throw my arms about him and tell him that Iloved him. He held me away with arms of iron.
�Lady Sherrene is right, my darling wife,� saidPeveret, each word coming out of him as if he wasdrawing out a huge weight. There were tears in hiseyes and they began to roll down his face. �I took youfrom what you were, Arrathee, and made you into awoman, perfect for me. I didn�t really care about youbeing a witch. I just wanted you as my woman.�
�I am,� I said hoarsely, feeling the tears in my eyesas well. �I will be.�
�You have to be yourself, Arrathee, or should I callyou Arrat?� asked Peveret driving a figurative knifedeep into me. �If you do decide to be a witch,Arrathee, my darling wife for a few minutes more, letme say what you know. Arrathee needs training froma witch like Lady Sherrene.
�And if you decide that being a warlock is best foryou, becoming the boy again that you were inCormallen, Arrat, I will never betray you, ever. And Iwill thank you forever for allowing me to love the LadyArrathee and to make her my wife for the wonderfuldays that we�ve had together.�

Page - 73

RELUCTANT PRESS



We were both crying, but Peveret wouldn�t allowme to change mymind again though I begged him. Hefinally kissed me passionately as I so wanted, makingall the feminine feelings I had rush to the surface ofmy mind, before he pushed me into Sherrene�s arms.She held me as my husband ran from me. Only afterI�d wept for an hour did she let me go to a balconywhere I saw my husband�s ship clearing the harbour,my husband aboard without his darling wife.

*****
�Now that the story has spread of the great vic-tory,� Sherrene said to me, pulling a face, �I have tomake these visits to all the great lords of the King-dom. They�re terrified when I visit and even more ter-rified if I don�t. Men and their foolish politics!�
�But Cormallen,� I gasped. �I don�t have to go ��
�Yes, you do, Arrat,� said my lovely friend and ea-ger mentor. �You�ve only heard me talking aboutaversare, the potion I used to make Sarlie and hiscompany practically invisible to the people here inReb�s city. Now, I want you to use it and see how it ac-tually works.�
�But my parents and my brothers and their wives!�I protested in panic, my mouth dry just thinking ofthem and the looks of their faces when they saw thenew me. �They�ll know me for who I am.�
Sherrene tossed her blonde mane of hair and un-did her pretty apron and then loosened mine for meas she smiled. �Come,� she said gently, taking myhand and leading me past Darisse who was in a worldof her own as she mixed a potion for a new fishingfarm, of all things, to assist in the breeding processwhereby the yield of fresh fish would bring new culi-nary delights to the highlands.
Sherrene had several workshops here in Torthardwhere she was the Countess. She preferred to work
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here, she said, as Hillaire, the royal capital, was justa whirl of parties as her husband was the Chancellorof the High Council. Perisord was still being cleanedof the ravages her grandmother had loosed on itsland. It would be beautiful again, Sherrene said tome, but, sadly, not in her lifetime. And they said war-locks were evil, she�d commented to me, only to betut-tutted by the man with his arm about her, herhusband. They really were a very loving couple.
Sherrene reached up to one of the organizedshelves and brought down several bottles carefully.�I�m much more careful about spillages than I was,�she said with a giggle to me. �That was how I discov-ered the listening potion you found in Wesset�s work-room. Of course, you have to be a witch and have ad-vanced senses of hearing and smell and taste thatyou and I have.
�Enned is the closest of all the witches to us butshe never really creates new potions as you do. Ithought I was the only one like me, making new po-tions and powders, until I spoke to Robady who as-tounded me by relating what you could do, so younga girl, and then he told me who you really were.�
All the while that Sherrene was chatting, she wasmixing the active ingredients from the three contain-ers in front of her. Whatever she was doing was mak-ing my nose wrinkle. I wanted to turn my face awayas the odor she was creating was awful.
�You sense it already,� laughed Sherrene. �Thegirls,� she called the cabin boys who had traveledwith her back to her homeland �girls� whenever shespoke of them, �thought I�d made them invisible butof course I hadn�t. It was just that no-one wanted tolook at the wagons they brought here as even ap-proaching them made people uncomfortable.�
�There�s more to it than that,� I said, tears startingto form and run down my face. I felt so sad. I wantedto run away and weep, not stand where I was as
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Sherrene added just a few drops from the last bottleto the mixture in front of her.
�It does affect the senses and the eyes,� agreedSherrene, passing a small vial into my hand. �It tookme ten years of pretty hard work to make that anti-dote. Dilute it in a spraying bottle, fifteen to one orclose to that, and use it on yourself, right now,Arrathee.�
The relief from the sprayed agent came slowly butmy eyes did finally stop running and the irritatingodor was bearable. Lady Sherrene stoppered the mix-ture she�d made. She�d told me several times that theactive agents we used in potions could deteriorate inpotency if they were kept together for long periods oftime.
�We�ll make a spray for you when this is properlymixed,� Sherrene said with a smile. �You won�t beembarrassed any more when you pass Darisse as shewon�t even notice you.�
I trembled a little at Sherrene�s words. She was try-ing to be nice but I didn�t like the way I looked anymore. I was embarrassed to have Darisse look at me,a questioning expression on her face, as if she could-n�t believe that I would want to wear my hair the mas-culine way it was or the clothing that didn�t properlyfit a person of my shape.
I wore men�s pants but they didn�t fit me as theyhad. I�d cut my long, golden hair into a sort of shaglike Geryat�s about my face, though longer than his,and never wore earrings any more. I used a drop ofmasheen to keep the soft waves behind my ears. Ibandaged my breasts a little against myself in theman�s shirt I wore but I really didn�t look mannishyet. My face was so soft and my skin so glowinglyfeminine. I looked like a girl dressing like a boy. Ihated it, even though I�d agreed to do it.
I�d tried to let my hair turn back to its normalcolor, but it wouldn�t. I was making my potions too
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strong, Sherrene had told me. She�d been teachingme how to have a light hand in what I did. Changingthe color of a woman�s hair shouldn�t be permanent,she�d laughed at me.
I hadn�t killed every bit of darkness in my hair. Myhair finally grew in all streaky, light blonde andhoney colors amid chestnut and light browns.Streaky I called it in disgust but Darisse thought thatit was lovely and made her hair be like mine, withlighter streaks amid the dark. She came back from adelivery that Sherrene sent her on and I heard herlaugh, sounding so womanly, when Sherrene askedher why she was smiling.
�I saw two girls, Count Gorbard�s daughter and herflighty friend, with hair just like Lady Arrathee�s andmine,� Darisse giggled. �She was telling her mother itwas so pretty and stylish, the latest in fashion. Thecountess wanted to know who�d ever start such afashion. It was on the tip of my tongue to say, �LadyArrathee�, but I remembered that I�m not supposed tosay that any more.�
No, I was Arrat now. Well, I wasn�t really. It was sohard to switch back to being a man. For over sixmonths now, I�d not put any feminizing potions intome, into my food and drink, into the air I breathed, orinto my bathwater. Lady Sherrene had given me afortified fallase cleanser that made sure that I wasn�tbeing infected, as I thought of it, through my clothingor bathing.
I mourned the loss of Peveret from my life everynight of the first five tendays. I still went allmisty-eyed, my body often on fire with desire, when Ithought of him. All normal, said Lady Sherrene, giv-ing me loving, womanly hugs. I had to cleanse myselfof all that I�d been influenced by, which she said wasa considerable weight upon me, and upon my mind,before I could start on the purges that would removemy breasts, thicken my waist and let me grow abeard again as most men in the Kingdom did. I�d be
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attracted to women again then, Sherrene promisedme.
�When the waters turn blue instead of pink,� saidLady Sherrene as she tested the tears that she tookfrom me, �we can restore you to being Arrat.�
Her eyes twinkled at her choice of colors for her so-lutions. She could have made the tinting black andgold or green and white, Torthard�s, the county�s col-ors, but she didn�t, being the woman she was.
Even if the colors hadn�t changed yet, that was noreason why I couldn�t start regaining mymasculinity,according to Sherrene. That was whymy hair was cutsomewhat. I could always wear wigs or hair �exten-sions�, said my mentor. It was why I was dressed inmale clothing like Geryat. I rode astride a horsewhich was such a weird sensation as the Count tookover that part of my education. He taught me to use asword, being exasperated enough on one occasion totell me not to hold it �like a girl�.
Geryat came in on us with Prout, who was in-structing him in swordplay. Geryat stared at me ashe was warming up, nearly getting sliced by the olderman, who scolded him roundly.
�I told him that we Baracts think of young Seafarermen as being effeminate as they don�t shave andwear their hair long,� Torthard told me laughingly, aday after that embarrassing encounter, and abouthis later conversation with his son. �A good disguisefor you, I told him, if you go back to Cunya to checkwhat they�re up to over there.�
�I�m going back �� I�d asked the middle-agedcount, his face lined a little after his riding exertions,breaking in a new steed, while I rode his trainedhack. His dark hair, too, was sprinkled with gray, Inoticed. When Sherrene saw both gray hairs, they�dbe gone, I thought.
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�Don�t need you back there,� Torthard said cheer-ily. �Sherrene has a network like the circle of witchesaround the Kingdom and it works most of the time.Too many ships in and out of the Black Sea, smug-glers at worst. We get all the information we need,Lady, um, just Arrat, I should say, shouldn�t I? She�lltell you all about it when she has time.�
I could understand that. Sherrene was besiegedwith requests, many over the listening circle thatshe�d had me become part of. I quivered as I thoughtof who would be the likely members of Sherrene�snetwork in the Many Isles. She�d been a seawife, had-n�t she? And what would entice cabbies like Genneeand Rosee to be part of a network for a witch whocould make them ganasate, masheen and all kinds offeminizing products? No, Lady Sherrene wouldn�tneed me in Cunya.
Sherrene also had to find time to be a mother toher children, never mind being the wife of a demand-ing man who made no secret that he had rights andprivileges with his wife. She would demurely ease offearly to bed with him on many occasions, leaving meto grieve for the husband I no longer had.
�My aunt did this solution for our listening circle,�Sherrene said with a smile, �but I like to think thatI�ve improved it since. And I don�t burn people whodon�t do exactly what I ask them to do as my auntdid. I didn�t realize for the longest time that the oneswho actually heard me who weren�t witches weremen who were minor warlocks for want of bettername.�
�So, Torthard,� I murmured, thinking aloud.
�Is an obstinate minor warlock,� said LadySherrene with a girlish pout. �He just won�t let meteach him more. He says that I�m the witch in thefamily; and I can work my spells on him to my heart�scontent. But I�m never to use anything on him tomake him love another woman or to make him notdesire me.�
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Sherrene actually blushed like a young girl as shesaid that, her hands working with a delicate potionshe was sending to Enned to assist with curing oreasing some kind of wasting disease that had brokenout in the rocky, westernmost part of the Kingdom.Sherrene would have to go there soon, she�d told me,if her �cure� didn�t work. She�d want me to come as Ihad such an acute sense of smell. She�d heard the�plague� story about me. But first there wasCormallen and a visit to the Count of Terraire.
�Won�t Dolora,� I asked, naming the witch inCormallen, my birthplace, �know who and what Iam.�
�She�s not a strong witch,� said Sherrene, wrin-kling her nose but at her potion or the witch I�dnamed, I couldn�t tell. We left her workroom with theaversare potion. She stopped me for a moment andsprayed it on me. I didn�t like the way I smelled at all!Sherrene put her finger to her lips mischievously andled me back to where Darisse was working, still ab-sorbed in her potion-making.
�Have you seen Lady Arrathee?� asked Sherreneinnocently.
Darisse looked up. �No, my lady,� she said in herlilting voice. �She just went with you, did she not?She hasn�t come back this way.� Her nose began towrinkle and she looked around uneasily. It wasamazing as I moved to Sherrene�s silent signaling.Darisse�s eyes never focused on me. I stood there inthe workroom, I moved from one side all the way tothe other and around Darisse but she was unable tosee me.
�Oh,� Darisse said, bright girl that she was. �You�reworking a spell against me, my lady! Is it somethingto do with Arrat, whom we aren�t to call LadyArrathee any more?�
Sherrene sprayed me with antidote, though it re-ally wasn�t that. It was more like a completely differ-
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ent potion. Darisse began to choke, her eyes ran, andshe gasped for air as she pointed at me.
�This will work in Cormallen,� said Lady Sherrene.�You can wear your pants there, if you must, Arrat,but for tonight, at dinner, since the Princess is visit-ing my elder son, I would appreciate it if you wore adress. Darisse, could you attend Lady Arrathee asher maids are otherwise engaged?�
Otherwise engaged? What a lovely way to describewhat Rosee was doing with Robady. �Oh yes, mylady,� Rosee had said with a wicked smile to me inthe long conversation I�d had with her, trying to warnher about the new Count Mustay. �He does talk to meabout my lady. I think he expects me to bring talesback to you, my lady, and make you so jealous thatyou�ll fall into bed with him.
�He�d take Gennee now as well as me but she�s gothim figured out. Rob likes a girl like me in bed be-cause she has a little extra, doesn�t he? He says itwas the same with you, my lady, that he always knewyou were enjoying him and not faking it like all thewomen he knew before.
�Gennee isn�t going to have her extra bits for long,is she?� Rosee rattled on as she tried to style myshorter hair into something feminine. She succeededas everyone admired my shorter, �Seafarer�, hairstyle.�But I�m never going to do what she is going to do, mylady. I like what Rob does to me even if he�s thinkingof you as he does it. I hope you don�t mind. I wouldstop, my lady, right away, if me, making it with him,is hurting you.
�Besides, there�re these actors we met, Genneeand me, who really want us to be actresses, and docountry performances with them, which they don�texplain. Say they�d rather show us than talk about it.Is that as lewd as it sounds, my lady? I do hope so!
�Not that we�re ever going to be doing it ever onstage with Hewin and Jaster. But it�s nice to flirt and
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let them lead us on, isn�t it, my lady. They knowabout Gennee and me, as well, that we could be ac-tresses. I don�t know how they figured that out. I betit was the new Count. Rob�s not as nice as your hus-band, my lady.�
And that led to shivers all through me. Rosee sawmy tears and had to hug me. She promised that she�dnever leave me but I knew that she really did want tobe an actress. She and Gennee had been at all theperformances that were put on for children, as wellas those for adults. They�d been to rehearsals as anaudience, as they called it. I knew that she wassounding me out about her being an actress. Shemust have worked it out that I, through LadySherrene, could make sure that Rosee did accom-plish her goals. And I could do the same for Gennee,as well.
�I want you to be an actress,� I told Rosee. �AndGennee has the talents to be a dancer, doesn�t she?No, I�m going in a completely different direction toyou two girls,� I admitted to her. �But I want each ofyou to get your heart�s desire.�
Even if I never would, I thought miserably, asRosee had gone skipping off like a little girl to talk toGennee.
Princess Kendra had arrived. She and her elegant,pretty ladies joined us, along with bodyguards andimportant officers in Torthard�s troop of soldiers.She�d been King Kennen, but I�d never have known it.Kennen had already lost his throne to his brother,Tathally, living even then with his gorgeousred-haired mistress, Lady Nikki, who loved balls anddisplays and was regarded by the people we knew inCormallen as the loveliest woman in the Kingdom.
I would never have queried the petite, princesswith blonde-streaked hair and such a definite, femalefigure. Kendra came demurely into the great hall atTorthard�s castle and smiled immediately at Geryat,who was beaming back at her.
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Kendra said very little, smiling prettily through allof the conversation about her. �Not the brightest ofyoung ladies,� remarked Lady Sherrene when we hada quiet moment together. �She�s livelier when she�swith her ladies and they cater, you might say, pan-der, to her. Geryat will dominate her easily which iswhat she wants in a man. Yes, looking at the two ofthem together, I think he�ll be perfect for her. See howshe sparkles when he touches her. I must get thematchmakers to work on that. After seeing you inyour male clothing, my son�s ardor for a Seafarerwitch-bride has cooled.�
�Thank goodness,� I breathed, adjusting the longskirts of my dress, Sherrene�s tinkling laughter fol-lowing after me as Commander Prout came for me tojoin him on the impromptu dance floor the youngpeople had improvised.
Princess Kendra clung and swayed against Geryatvery, very girlishly, looking like she wasn�t a day oversixteen thanks to Sherrene�s potions, I was sure. Shesqueaked how much she adored dancing and coulddo it every night. Geryat didn�t so much as look atme, that problem settled, I thought, a strange feelingof disappointment sweeping over me.
�I don�t remember hearing about what happenedto King Kennen,� I had to say to Lady Sherrene as wejourneyed to my home town.
�No, we don�t really speak of it,� said LadySherrene. �But when my husband spoke to theCouncil about what Queen Larussa had done to herdaughter and accused me of being, well, it madeTathally�s accession to the throne so much easier.�
�She, she didn�t have any, any choice,� I said,causing Sherrene to look at me very sharply.
�It was explained to her,� said Lady Sherrene. �Shedidn�t want to be killed, as some of the Countswanted, and talked about loudly, in her presence.She was almost relieved to be dressed like a little girl

Page - 84

CHOOSING SIDES BY PHILIPPA PETERS



and have all kinds of compliments made about herfemininity. She�d been quite vilified by her motherand her set, I do believe.�
�You won�t mind her marrying Geryat,� I had toask.
�If they�re in love,� said Lady Sherrene, still watch-ing me carefully. �And before you ask, Geryat willnever know, unless you tell him, about PrincessKendra�s true identity. Her surgery, as we call it, mynurses and I, was a complete success.�
�But when she�s with a man,� I continued.
�If she loves him,� Lady Sherrene said compla-cently, �it will go well. And no, children will not be aproblem. Geryat knows that about the princess andknows that his mother has already made arrange-ments with a nunnery for that outcome. PrincessKendra will be a mother, and suckle her own chil-dren, when the time comes.�
�Even if it�s not Geryat who�s the true father,� I hadto say. �She can�t possibly be �� a father as you were,I wanted to add.
�Even if it isn�t my son who is a father, Kendra willhave babies to suckle,� said Lady Sherrene firmly.�When I make a commitment to a person, and I haveto Kendra, I will see that it is carried out. Besides, itprobably will be Geryat�s seed that producesTorthard�s heirs. �
I didn�t have to say that Sherrene had made a com-mitment to me but we both knew that that was whatwe were talking about.
Cormallen made my blood pressure rise with everyhigh-heeled step I took along its familiar streets.There were crowds of people out, people whom I knewand who should have knownme. But they weren�t in-terested in me at all, not when the gorgeous Count-ess Sherrene Torthard and Perisord alighted from
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her carriage and stopped to smile and chat to themall.
Polwer�s apothecary, where I�d hoped to be appren-ticed, was a bakery. I�d heard from Lady Sherrene,who�d enquired of Dolora, that the old man had diedwhen I wasn�t even in the Kingdom. I just felt so aw-ful, feeling certain I could have been able to save himfor a few more years of life if I�d been there in theapothecary�s store.
Dolora hadn�t changed at all. She fawned all overLady Sherrene, bemoaning the fact that Cormallenno longer had an apothecary. She often had to sendto Doxford, or even all the way to Terraire, to find theconcoctions she needed. I could take up residence aswhat I�d always wanted to be, an apothecary, Ithought. Wouldn�t that be ironic, for me, to have toserve and wait on Dolora in Polwer�s place?
The crowd gave the witches room to stroll throughthe main square. That was when a lightning boltseemed to hit me. My father was standing in front ofthe chandler�s, staring at Darisse and me, arm inarm, strolling along the far side of the square. If ithadn�t been for Lady Sherrene between us, I thinkhe�d have run over to me and grabbedme by the arm.
�Spray me,� I said in a panic to Darisse, who hadn�tseen what I had.
Darisse didn�t make any alarming movements.She just squeezed my arm and eased me through thelarge ranks of awed townsfolk, towards the open,empty doorway of one of the town�s inns.
�I really do think that I should move on from here,�Dolora said, her voice carrying over the communicat-ing necklace that Sherrene wore.
�Yes, I think it�s time for many of our older ladies tomove and refresh themselves in new places,� I heardSherrene say as a cloud of aversare spray fell over me
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from the skin balloon that Lady Darisse used liber-ally.
�Oh, I can�t look at you,� whispered Darisse with agiggle. �I have to get away from you, Lady Arrathee.�
She hadn�t been told why we�d stopped here inCormallen. Visiting a local witch was all that Darisseneeded to know. She left me hurriedly and went tostand demurely beside Lady Sherrene who greetedher and introduced her to Dolora. That was when myfather pushed forward and stood, his best hat twist-ing in his hands in his agitation, just beyond Dolora.
�That tall man, hat twisting in his hands, is my fa-ther,� I whispered to a listening Lady Sherrene, whostepped right around an astonished Dolora, andgreeted him.
I was whispering to her about how he�d recognizedme but Sherrene didn�t seem to hear me.
�And who is this pretty young lady,� boomedmy fa-ther�s voice.
Lady Darisse was introduced. My father quicklydecided that she was a witch. �Ah, well, here�s yourreplacement,� my father said to an irritated Dolora.
He moved off with Darisse then, as Sherrene askedDolora about him. �Cares more about his sheep thanhe does about his wife,� Dolora said with a sniff.�That�s why she�s always off with her brother. So longas I keep him in love philtres and anti-sheep rot po-tions, he�s happy.�
�Love philtres?� asked Sherrene in surprise.
�Yes, my lady,� said Dolora in a resigned tone.�Uses them mainly on the girls at the inn, I under-stand. Wear off, of course, but there are always oneor two in love with the old goat. You should watch outfor Darisse, my lady. See how she�s smiling at him. I
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hope he hasn�t introduced something he shouldn�t toher!�
I felt so awful then as I recalled the vials in my fa-ther�s bedroom, and what I�d supplied Hatara, mysister-in-law with. There�d been those fights withErgat, my brother, he moving away with her, just be-fore I was sent to sea. The agony in my gut spread as Irealized that Darisse had left the square and so hadmy father. I don�t know how he�d induced LadyDarisse to go with him to our estate house but hehad.
I followed along as quickly as I could, my dress oc-casionally swishing just a little too much. I heard himsay that my stepmother was off visiting her brother.It would be just my father at home.
�You, you have a son, Arrat,� said Darisse ner-vously as my father had his arm about her shoulder.I shuddered at what he was going to say, that I wasdead, or that he�d seen me with her, in a dress, in themarket square.
�Had,� said my father with a laugh, and the agony Ifelt intensified. �Strange kid, delicate, always makingpotions for the ladies. Had to get rid of him.� Helaughed again and it was as if a knife went throughme. �Sent him to sea and heard he went off with Sea-farers. Well, you know how weird that lot are, LadyDarisse. Good thing Lady Sherrene�s taken care oftheir latest attempt at enslaving us. Ah, here�s my lit-tle abode.� It was the largest stock holding in thecounty. �How would you like to be mistress of all this,my little girl?�
�Please send help to Darisse,� I sent to LadySherrene over the private communicating devicesthat she�d made from her old potions that I�d inher-ited. I couldn�t enter my family home. Not to hear hisdenigration of Arrat, his son, me. Darisse was tryingto say that she�d heard nice things about me, whichwas why she wanted to see the old house, but my fa-
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ther was trying to get his arms about her, telling herto forget about his stupidest son.
�Your father,� gasped Darisse, when she was ableto see me, later. I�d bathed and redressed in ridingpants and shirt, resentment of what I�d been to myfather flaring up in me, �is a lecherous, old man!�
�Who doesn�t want me back and couldn�t care lesswhat�s happened to me,� I said bitterly. I�d loved him,my father, I really had. And I thought that he�d lovedme. Darisse looked in surprise at how I was dressed,my hair knotted back as most of the young buckswore it. No, she couldn�t see my breasts as I�d sav-agely tied them down. I�d thickened my waist with atowel. Geryat�s old riding boots were filled with stock-ings to make them stay firmly on my feet.
�Oh,� said Darisse, staring at me, noting the lackof earrings in my ears and absence of the carabetnecklace I�d worn for so long about my throat. �LadySherrene wishes to see you, my, my, Arrat.�
�When I come back from riding, I�ll see her,� I told agaping Darisse. �I�ve no devices with me; so, you�llhave to tell her that. I need some time,� I said sav-agely, �to explore my old home,� and see where Ishould fit in, I didn�t say.
Darisse told me I had to ride with an escort. �That�sfor women,� I snapped at her, almost pleased at theaghast expression on her face.
It was a terrible ride. I stopped for water and sometoughs jeered at me, asking why a pretty woman likeme was dressed like a youth. �One of them Seafar-ers,� another tough said when I moved to the otherend of town and tried a different inn. �Come on,dearie, give us a kiss.�
�She�s got to get back to her ship,� laughed a beeryvoice of a man in the shadows. �Unless LadySherrene blew it to pieces already.� That made them
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all laugh as I got back on my horse and rode off, thejeering in my ears.
Just you wait, I told themmentally, as I rode away.I�ll remember Starley�s Inn. I�ll be back when I�m aman again, a warlock. I�ll show you all how to blowthings up, even people. The last was the bleakestthought of all. Yes, I was becoming like all the war-locks in the great dramas, wasn�t I? I was going in-sane. I could feel it as I couldn�t shake the over-whelming feelings of loss and shame as I looked atmy father�s house, hearing the laughter of somedrunken woman. I turned away.

*****
�You�ll be at the ball tonight,� Sherrene said to meas I moped around the workplace she�d found inOsgard Castle in Terraire. I completed the mixture toassist in the birth of healthy babies that Sherrenehad said I needed to learn.
�I don�t want to,� I told her frankly.
�This is the last time,� said Sherrene, �that you willhave to be an unmarried, brazen, pretty woman,Lady Arrathee.� She placed a vial with blue-tinted liq-uid in front of me. �Blue for a boy,� she said with atight smile. �Drink it and in a dozen tendays, you�ll belike Geryat, muscular and wispy-bearded.�
I shivered. Geryat would have protested the de-scription of the mustache he was so proud of as well.
�It is what you want, isn�t it?� Sherrene pouted inwomanly fashion at me.
�Yes,� I agreed.
�Then, drink,� said Sherrene, �and, for one lastnight, let your handmaidens enjoy dressing the mis-tress they followed across an ocean. They deservethat before they go off to new positions in the world.�
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I swallowed the potion, so cool, and felt nothing atall happening to me. Gennee had blushingly told methat she was to go to Torthard where she�d be madeinto a �real woman�. I�d hugged her as Rosee had, butmy other maid had been squealing in delight forGennee. Rosee was going to join Sarlie�s company asan actress. Well, I didn�t mind. I wouldn�t be needingmaids any more, after all, would I, I thought gloomily,thinking howmuch I�d miss their chatter and gossip.
I hadn�t worn a pretty dress since Cormallen. Forthis last performance as Lady Arrathee, Sherrenehad provided me with an unbelievable dress in whitesilk and lace. The plunging neckline showed off mygirlish breasts to outstanding, female advantage. Iwould soon lose them, I thought with a grim shudder.I felt so weird in my silk panties and frilled bodyshaper as I attached the white, silky stockings to mygarter belt and stepped into my white high heels be-fore pulling on the wonderful dress.
Gennee stood on a chair to attach a long fall ofgolden hair extensions to my own that had beendyed, without me knowing it, Rosee had impishly toldme. My necklace was in place and long dangling pearlearrings that I�d never seen before. My face was deli-cately made up. Oh, everyone would see me as asweet, little girl, as I used to be when I was bespellingmyself, I thought, which was probably Sherrene�spoint, I further thought sourly. Next year, no-onewould ever connect me, Arrat, if I was like Geryat,muscular and bearded, yes, Geryat was starting tojoin popular fashion, to the woman I�d been on thisnight.
My maids were in dresses like mine, giggling withpleasure as they did their makeup and talked aboutthe men who�d be at the ball, the actors whom they�ddance with and tantalize. �You can have CountMustay,� said Gennee generously to her �sister�.
�And the Princess gets Geryat,� pouted Rosee.�Who do you get to have?�
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�Hewin and Jaster,� laughed Gennee, �together!Darisse will help me out. She�s ready to be a girl likeus with the men, tonight.�
Each allowed me a drink then of Lady Sherrene�sblue potion. Oh, it really did taste good, spicy andtangy. I offered it to my maids, but they wouldn�t takeit.
�We don�t drink anything blue,� said Rosee sauc-ily. �We know what that does to girls like you, LadyArrathee.�
�Besides,� said Gennee, smiling prettily as well.�Lady Sherrene told us specifically not to share yourpotion! We have men who want us to be, um, justwhat we are, tonight!�
�Everything arranged then?� I said, feeling so lightand airy and strange as I swished out of the doorsand into the hallway that led to the ballroom. The�girls� would have a great night. That was assured, orso it seemed.
Footmen were smiling at us glamorous �women� aswe entered the ballroom but then it turned reallyweird as a passage opened, people stepping aside forme. We minced right down the middle of the floor, ev-eryone smiling at us all. Oh no, Sherrene�s not goingto put on a show of saying goodbye to Arrathee, andhello to Arrat, is she?
There was a raised dais at the end of the aisle wewere moving along. A Chanter stood there, smilingbroadly at me. �It is with the greatest of pleasure,� heannounced to the hushed crowd as my maids heldme by my arms in front of him, �that I perform thiscountry marriage here without all the trappings thatbecome so more important than the bride and groomand their love for one another.�
I stared up at the Chanter as he was looking at meas he said it. There was rustle at my side as Roseestepped away fromme. In stupefaction, I looked up at
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Peveret, smiling down at me. �What are you doinghere?� I blurted out to him.
�Sherrene wants you to be properly married, mydarling wife,� said Peveret, taking my hand andsqueezing it. I felt the strangest of emotions sweepingthrough me as he whispered then to me. �I think youfailed the test of ever being a man again, under anycircumstances. So, here we go, my darling!�
I gasped as Pev took a golden tiara from my maidGennee�s hands and put it securely in my hair. �Youcan�t think,� I gasped as all about us, men andwomen were beginning to applaud and shout goodwishes to us.
�You stand here, man and woman,� intoned theChanter, basically shouting down the audience, �topledge your love for one another. Who is the man?�
�Peveret Komer and Wesset, Clan Elder,� said theman grasping my hand. �I declare my willingness tobe married to the woman beside me,� I shook as I re-alized what he was saying about me in front of every-one there in the Castle, �and to meet the bonds anddesires that I vowed to Lady Arrathee when we be-came betrothed almost a year ago in the Cunian cityof Greenhaven.�
The crowd applauded more politely as I stoodthere, speechless. Then the Chanter said the wordsthat I dreaded. �And who is the woman?� he asked,looking at my horrified face, I�m sure, as he smiled atme as if to encourage me.
All over me, as if a dam had burst, I felt a surge offemininity like a silver sea coursing all through me.�Say who you are, woman,� whispered Peveret to meas the feelings poured all over me, awakening mybreasts, my hips, my soft skin, my stockinged legs,my softened, painted lips as I felt as girlish as I everhad. I knew then that Sherrene had lied to me aboutthe blue potion she�d givenme. And I loved her for it.
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�L-Lady Arrathee Metherd,� I said, my lilting voiceas feminine as I ever recalled, and yet I�d been takingnothing for it these last tendays. There, let my father,if he ever heard, or my brothers, have their curiositysharpened about a witch named Arrathee.
�And you declare,� prompted the Chanter.
�I, I declare my willingness today to be married as awoman to the man beside me,� I said, hearing theshaking of my lovely gown, a bridal gown, how could Inot have known, �and I do so to, to discharge faith-fully all the bonds and desires, and my womanly du-ties to my husband, that I vowed that I would to him,tendays ago in Greenhaven.�
There was an outburst of female cheering andcrowd applause, the cheering coming from my maidsand Lady Darisse, I noted, the Princess Kendra, andyes, Lady Sherrene.
�I now declare you to be man and wife,� theChanter said, �and I admonish you, as man andwoman, to be partners in all things, from the bed tothe household �� He went on and on until music be-gan and the girls came shrieking forward. We werecovered and bound with ribbons as is the customamong we Baracts. Oh, I was a bride, as feminine asany other woman in the gathering. I was married! Ifelt a true feeling sweeping through me. I was mar-ried! I was a married woman!
Peveret made it all so perfect then as he drew me,shivering so girlishly in my long dress, to him andkissed me, the applause of the crowd growing asdance music struck up. We had to begin the dance. Itwas Lady Arrathee�s wedding ball. Soon my maidsand Darisse with Princess Kendra, as giddy and ex-cited as them, joined me with partners on the floor,Darisse with one of the actors, I saw. Soon LadySherrene and Torthard and a smiling Count Osgardand his wife joined as well.
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I had to dance with and accept kisses from all ofthe men. �My lady is convinced,� said CountTorthard, �that this is what will make you trulyhappy, Lady Arrathee, and I�ve never known her to bewrong about who are girls and who are boys. Shesays that she will not call or listen to you for a tendayso that you and your husband, we can call him thatnow, are suitably re-acquainted with one another.�
�Thank her for me,� I asked him as he led me to theentrance where Peveret kissed Sherrene on thecheek. Then, bride and groom, we were applaudedout of the ball as I swished in my man�s arms all theway to our bridal suite, re-decorated in white silk ev-erywhere, just for us.
I had no difficulty in slipping into the female rolethat I had vowed to do for Peveret. I loved my dressand knew that I didn�t want to be dressed in anyother way for the rest of my life. I would be a perfectwoman for my husband. Pev had no difficulty in be-ing the perfect, aroused and rutting male on his wed-ding night as he slipped me out of my lovely dressand admired my feminine underwear.
�It has been so long,� we both said together, and,�Oh, how I have missed you and how I have beenlonging to do this with you again.�
And since it was my wedding night, the Baract ver-sion, there was a vial of male intensifiers, courtesy ofLady Sherrene, I was sure, left beside the bed. Thatgave my husband the stamina to love me throughoutthe night; while the salve I�d provided for women likeme, behaved as so many girls had told me it did,making every penetration into an orgasm of joy.
Sometime in the midst of our lovemaking, strokingand arousing my feminized body, Peveret told methat he was now Clan Elder, his father having re-signed in disgust as the High Council accepted theBaract terms for a treaty. The Council promisednever to war again on the Foreshore. �It will last ourlifetime,� said Peveret, who was to become a special
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envoy to the Baract court and so stay in Hillaire, mar-ried to me, the submissive woman beneath him, �for-ever�.
�I can�t get enough of these lovely breasts and lipsof yours,� Pev murmured as he took me again. �Justone glance and I want your thighs around me and tobe inside you, writhing with you in passion like this.�
What could I say to him as I gyrated beneath himin ecstasy? I felt exactly the same way about my hus-band. He could never have enough of me, his woman,his wife, his witch, the future mother of his children.And I could never have enough of him, and the com-pliments he paid to my womanliness and loveliness.Yes, and the way that he loved me as a woman. No, Icould never get enough of that.
Ooo, and it was me saying that as my husbandloved me, without any potion or witchery making mesay it. It was me, Arrathee now, glorying in my femi-nine dresses and feminized body, totally loving myman, as he completely loved his woman, his wife, andthe future mother of his children... me.
###
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